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My dissertation charts the ways poets understand and articulate how history works through their 
study of material objects. I trace how the material contours of these objects inform and inflect 
habits of reading by constituting a privileged kind of poetic form, building first on their physical 
attributes before opening into the metaphorical implications and resonances of the objects in 
literary study. I have termed my readings “objectifications” because they offer an active account 
of how material objects come to be understood and used, and the political and ethical 
implications of their various applications. Within and across the chapters, I argue that material 
objects help readers rethink the relationship between language and the world it seeks to describe. 
My use of the term “objectification” captures both a process and a result, interrogating objects 
not as simple tools but as dynamic systems of signification that reveal unstable relations between 
subjects and objects. My project demonstrates that the avant-garde’s objectification of poetry is 
an indispensable principle of language: the diverse materialities of textiles, maps, documents, 
and margins shape these poems’ syntactic structures and internal relations, composing the hidden 
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In a document dated September 24, 2003 fourteen-year-old Trisha Low of High Wycombe, 
Buckinghamshire, England, Great Britain declares her Last Will & Testament.1 She lays out five 
articles: Preliminary Declarations, Specific Bequests and Devises, Executor and Administrative 
Powers, Guardianship Provisions, Testamentary Trusts for Minor Child(ren), as well as a section 
of General Provisions. Although her will follows a legal template, it is anything but 
straightforward. Not only is this will immediately invalidated — it is but the third in a series of 
nine — but its contents are decidedly unorthodox. The series itself is structured primarily as an 
array of suicide notes which are embedded within the template of each will — within this 
epistolary sub-form are lists, musings, philosophical asides, snipes and secrets. These documents 
do not stand alone; they build on each other in series, ready to be close read, puzzling but 
possible to untangle. Moreover, they are poetry. Trisha Low is a character created by Trisha 
Low, poet, and these wills constitute the first volume of her 2013 book The Compleat Purge.2  
 A merging of Low’s interests in conceptual and confessional writing, this work combines 
the found-text framing devices characteristic of conceptual writing with the starkly 
autobiographical tone of confessionalism. We can elucidate its opacity through a careful 
attention to its form: it occasions an exploration of the document that functions as the apparatus 
structuring its composition. Reading Low’s book through the framework of the document not 
only helps unravel the knots of her conceptual project, it also provides a critique of the will as a 
                                               
1 Trisha Low, The Compleat Purge (Berkeley: Kenning Editions, 2013), 28. 
 
2 In order to discuss this deliberately ambiguous book with maximum clarity, I will refer to the 
poet as Low, and the persona as Trisha throughout. 
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form itself. Examining Low’s poetic manipulation of the will as a form allows us to better 
understand the will as an object in the world. Low’s poetry forces her readers to contend with the 
relationship between subjects and the world of material objects in which they exist. Low insists 
on the realness of her last will and testament as a document and there is something invitingly 
problematic about the documentary form insofar as it provides strict parameters in which to 
operate. Low’s work is deliberately opaque if also playful in its deployment of the ambiguities 
that exist in the space between legal and laymen’s definitions. We ought to read it according to 
its form explicitly because of its status as poetry — and here I draw from Charles Bernstein’s 
definition that “A poem is any verbal construction that is designated as a poem [… which, in 
turn] cues a way of reading.”3 Low turns the legal form — as in template — into a poetic form, a 
poetics of the document. Were she to commit only to the epistolary form of the suicide note the 
affective charge of her work would be remarkably different. But by embedding these notes 
within the last will and testament, she pushes the limits of the dryness of this legal structure, 
letting her affective charge spill over in ways that undermine the form itself.  
The ambiguity of the work’s nested authorship provides another hurdle for her reader. If 
the template of the will is a framework within which Trisha the character writes, that would 
mean the language of the will — of the frame itself — is the result of a different voice, that of 
Low the poet, uniquely separate from her eponymous persona. In this case, the will is an object 
to be filled according to the created subjectivity of the character writing within, a bridge — 
connecting yet also marking distance — between the innermost content and the poet herself. 
Given Low’s playful disingenuousness with the form as a whole, we might on the other hand see 
                                               
3 Charles Bernstein, “Creative Wreading & Aesthetic Judgment,” in Attack of the Difficult Poems 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 43. 
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the entirety of the volume as being the purview of Trisha the character, which opens up new 
questions about the way that a girl in varying states of youth could have the access to this 
specialized language.  
Low’s characterization of her object is always in conversation with her characterization 
of this version of herself as its subject: she is aware of the limited efficacy of the will of a young 
girl, understanding the difficulty teenage girls have in being taken seriously. Legally, a will is 
meant to offer definitive proof of ownership over the deceased’s belongings — its beneficiaries 
are required to adhere to its findings. Low not only immediately invalidates this will by 
following it with other, more updated versions, but even within this individual document she is 
hesitant to fully believe in the will’s power. Seeming not to trust the legally binding nature of her 
form, she offers a request to her heirs — “I guess you guys will have to deal with all my stuff—
but just make sure for me, please, that these people get these things” — pushing back against the 
will as an authoritative document (31). 
Acknowledging the possibility that her beneficiaries might not adhere to the letter of her 
bequests undermines the authority of this form. Were she divvying up millions of dollars in land 
and securities, she would potentially have the backing of the legal and financial structures that 
regulate and house that property. But everything Low outlines are tangible possessions: DVDs 
and music recordings, clothes and books. If her roommate or sister were to simply abscond with 
something, to declare the “King Kong DVD,” for example, lost before it could be given to its 
proper beneficiary, who could prove otherwise? Low highlights, then, the way that legal 
protections are only as effective as those seeking them have the personal power to effect their 
enforcement. The more inconsequential one’s possessions the more difficult they are to ensure 
appropriate passage. The rights supposedly inherent in the will as a form will not simply assert 
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themselves if her parents decide, as guardians of a minor, to just toss all of her belongings after 
her death.  
If she understands the non-zero chance that her wishes may not be carried out to her 
specifications, then what her wills reveal is primarily an accounting of value. This seems, to an 
extent, a function of any will — one leaving a vast estate to one’s cat, or bequeathing only one’s 
second best bed to one’s wife — creates a picture of a given person’s values. As a last statement, 
one to be carried out from beyond the grave, it is a final way to articulate one’s self and one’s 
desires. This will speaks into being not only the new owners of Trisha’s property, but the 
property itself. The long list of DVDs with which the allocations of this 2003 will opens were all, 
in fact, released in 2005. In this way, Trisha is bequeathing property over which she has no right, 
as it is property that does not yet exist: the act of its naming in the will calls it into being. 
Moreover, after various allotments to a number of friends, Low ends the list with “Marsha” who 
we know from previous wills is her younger sister. To her, Low leaves: 
~all of my nicer clothing 
~really, anything she wants. (32)  
Not only does Marsha get pride of place here, the very last beneficiary in the list, but her 
bequests seem to undermine the previous ones. The designation of “nicer clothing” is subjective 
— does it include “Long skirts (the uneven lacy and suit velvet)” already allocated? Moreover, if 
Marsha decides she wants those skirts, or, say, the “PVC platforms” Low has willed to “Aggie,” 
can Aggie really deny her? Rhetorically — and perhaps legally — Low undermines the entirety 
of her carefully assigned allocations with this last-minute spoiler. If the earlier allocations can be 
reallocated to Marsha, then their articulation in the will is less a matter of legal might and more a 
case of documentary evidence, a fossil record of Trisha’s desires and alliances at the time. 
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The authority of a legal document rests on the material requirements for how it is written 
—in terms of formatting, of language, and of context — and the illusion it creates is that should 
these formal rules be followed, their power is ironclad. In fact, as Low’s work illustrates, even 
with perfect formal adherence, there is still room for interpretation. Low’s will lulls her reader 
into taking these wills seriously, matching as they do the legal structures that would make them 
enforceable. She invests in the legitimacy of the form, by going through the motions of allotting 
her belongings, revealing acts of care that indicate the intimacies of her relationships and an 
attention to and knowledge of what each of these beneficiaries likes. At the same time, she 
pushes against the potential for their realization — not only undercutting her bequests 
immediately after she makes them, but bequeathing materials not even in existence at the time 
she purportedly writes. Low’s attention to the world of objects, in the form of personal property, 
points to the way that objects themselves offer a rich landscape of value. Where a will that allots 
ten percent of one’s stocks to one heir and ninety percent to another may well make a value 
statement about the deceased’s relationship to these two persons, the allocation of tangible 
property is more complicated. When we examine objects themselves, we think not only about 
their monetary value but also their histories, their uses, their aesthetics, their creation, and their 
affective and cultural significance. In short, the will allows us a window into the way that 
subjects and objects interact. 
More than that, though, Low reveals the will — and the document writ large — as an 
object. Her poetic intervention exposes the will’s own material texture, which inheres in its form. 
As Low’s readers, we can turn to the etymology of “object” in order to elucidate the experience 
of reading her work. If we consider the object in its post-classical Latin sense as a thing “thrown 
before” or “presented to the mind or thought,” then we might begin to make sense of Low’s will 
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as a formal hurdle, something thrown before her reader, who must grapple with its contours and 
implications.4 I title this dissertation “The Objectification of Poetry” because I trace the process 
by which these poets foreground their objects of study. They engage with the material world, 
bringing objects into the linguistic space of the poem in order to emphasize the importance and 
influence of the material world.  
Objectification also has to do with subjects and how they interact with objects. After all, 
if the object is what is thrown before the reader, then what the poem really encodes is an 
encounter.5 While both physicality and materiality are key constitutive features in helping to 
understand objects — focusing on objects in the world, not merely the idea of them — 
considering the object as the overarching guiding term allows me to preserve the sense of 
encounter and the interplay with surrounding subjects. When faced with an object in one’s 
perceptive field, one must engage with it. Considering the will as an object does preserves the 
sense of encounter between it and its viewer and participant: it is a form that has been thrown in 
front of us. What we see with the will is, furthermore, a particularly salient example of how 
objects, far from existing in a vacuum, help define the subjects with which they interact, and how 
these subjects define the objects. Low’s work provides a compressed problematic of the central 
concerns with which my dissertation grapples. Her poetry leads us to a point of crisis: faced with 
a difficult poem, we are at sea in trying to make sense of not only its semantic meaning but its 
larger symbolic import. As the end of her will shows, Low’s rendering of the legal object into an 
                                               
4 “object, n.” OED Online. March 2019. Oxford University Press. 
 
5 I follow Heidegger in this regard, who argues for objects to be conceived of as such only 
through the presence of a subject to use them. See Martin Heidegger, Poetry Language Thought 
(New York: Harper Perennial, 1974), 164. 
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exercise in poetry refigures the form of the will as the expression of Trisha’s own will — that is, 
her own desires — into a distributed property. In doing this, she undermines the will’s power as 
a testamentary legal document. In this way, Low’s work objectifies the will, making of it a case 
study through which we can understand the poetic merits of her work.  
My dissertation demonstrates that the avant-garde’s objectification of poetry is an 
indispensable principle of language: the diverse materialities of textiles, maps, documents, and 
margins shape these poems’ syntactic structures and internal relations, composing the hidden yet 
vital conceptual-material latticework upon which their words hang. The poetry of the American 
avant-garde over the last fifty years has long been understood through its attention to language as 
itself an object while diminishing the personal perspective of the poets as subjects.6 I trouble the 
homogeneity of this characterization by turning to an as-yet-unexfoliated genre of avant-garde 
poetry whose practitioners instead insist on capturing the materiality of physical objects in their 
poetic form. This capturing is not a matter of mimesis, but rather an opportunity for poets to 
think about the systems and structures that underpin and define these objects.   
This project takes up four material objects used by poets to enact distinct but converging 
formal models: textiles, maps, documents, and margins. I use the language of objectification in 
order to capture an active account of how material objects come to be understood and used, and 
                                               
6 Much of this focus is due to the influence of Language Writing (or Language Poetry, as it is 
sometimes stylized) which emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s in New York and the San 
Francisco Bay area. Per the Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics it “was neither a 
mimesis of life nor a vehicle for the narration of selves, the communication of messages, or the 
transmission of feelings. It was rather, a medium: matter to be arrayed, disassembled, and 
reconfigured; a sign system whose material basis and social function were an object of ludic 
inquiry […] and serious critique.” O. Izenberg, “Language Poetry,” in Cushman, Stephen, 
Cavanagh, Clare, and Rouzer, Paul, eds. The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics : 




the political and ethical implications of their various poetic incorporations. The poets allow their 
given object to dictate the terms of their form, but the poetry they produce paradoxically 
reengineers what the exact status of the objects themselves can be. Put another way: these poets 
allow objects to dictate the terms of their poetic form, but then leverage that allowance to let 
their readers better understand the objects themselves. Straightforwardly mimetic poetry does not 
provoke the same troubling of the inspiring object. The aim of Guillaume Apollinaire’s horse 
calligramme is not to make its readers question what a horse really is. By contrast, Trisha Low’s 
poetry, when viewed through the will that provides its formal model, makes us question not only 
the aesthetics of the will itself, but the history of its production and the conditions and limitations 
of its use. My poets imbue objects with epistemological concerns: not only are they tropes, but 
they provide a hermeneutic structure wherein the objects become arenas for thought. This 
attention is not about transcending the object’s status as such, but rather about revealing the 
object as itself a dynamic signifying system.  
 
Objectification 
Objectification has a weighty history as a term in both feminist and Marxist thought, but I argue 
that the negative valances inherited by these traditions are in fact assets for understanding how 
poets navigates the tensions between subjects and objects. Martha Nussbaum’s 1995 essay 
“Objectification” lays out the term’s feminist purchase: “objectification entails making into a 
thing, treating as a thing, something that is not really a thing.”7  As applied to people, 
“objectification” is unmistakably problematic, but the poets I study do not shy away from that 
                                               
7 Martha Nussbaum, “Objectification” in Philosophy and Public Affairs 1995, 257. 
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problem. Their poems foreground objects in order to explore how they have shaped expectations 
around personal actions. The object articulates the objectification of its human interlocutors, 
capturing the tension between linguistic abstraction and material reference. The poets I study are 
acutely aware of their own — variously marginal — subject positions, and they see language not 
as an unmoored playground, but as part and parcel of the material culture in which they are 
embedded. In this way, in my work to articulate intersections between identity and poetic form I 
align myself with critics like Dorothy Wang who castigates those who would separate the two:  
Ironically (and self-contradictorily), critics of avant-garde poetry, who privilege a 
focus on form and who usually excoriate thematic readings of poems, will dismiss 
the relevance of race […] by recourse to the very sorts of thematic rationales they 
abhor: in this case, by citing the lack of racial themes or markers. But a perceptive 
reader, especially an experienced reader of formally innovative writing, would 
know to look closely at what the poem’s form, and not simply its content, tells 
us.8 
I advocate for this type of perceptive reading through the lens of objectification. I argue that the 
structural dynamics of the objects I study give my poets a material ground on which to explore 
the ways in which persons themselves move between the categories of subject and object.  
This interplay between subject and object is crucial for my conceptions of objects. Bill 
Brown sets up a helpful dichotomy between objects and things even as he dismisses objects for 
their connection to subjects. He argues that unlike the things of his eponymous theory, which we 
can only barely glimpse, “we look through objects (to see what they disclose about history, 
                                               
8 Dorothy Wang, Thinking its Presence: Form, Race, and Subjectivity in Contemporary Asian 
American Poetry (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014), 22. 
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society, nature, or culture — above all, what they disclose about us) […] because there are codes 
by which our interpretive attention makes them meaningful.”9 My project charts and troubles the 
disclosures objects offer to and about subjects, reinterrogating the messy relationship between 
subjects and objects and how they come to be mutually defined. In her gloss of Brown’s work, 
Astrid Lorange sees Brown as “far less concerned with the human subject who perceives, names, 
uses, and is failed by objects: [he] approaches the subject-object relation from the other side, by 
considering the process by which the subject emerges from a world of objects and things.”10 In 
this way, too, I distinguish myself from Brown by arguing not for the one-way emergence of a 
subject from the world of objects or things, but instead a back-and-forth system of definition and 
redefinition between the two categories.  
By focusing on the instability of the categories of subject and object, I resist the Marxist 
legacy of objectification as part of alienation. Timothy Bewes, in his recent Reification or the 
Anxiety of Late Capitalism, identifies the reifying effects of “objectified logic” by which “works 
of art, religions, sciences and technologies, laws, etc. [...] become alienated from the spiritual 
dynamic which created them and which makes them independent.”11 My readings of 
contemporary poetry push back against reification and unproductive fetishization. Even as, in my 
first chapter, Susan Howe bears witness to the textile fragment as a relic-like artifact, she 
underscores its incomplete nature, refusing the trap that would suggest it as a stand-in for full 
                                               
9 Bill Brown, “Thing Theory,” Critical Inquiry 28, no. 1 (2001): 4. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1344258. 
 
10 Astrid Lorange, How Reading is Written: A Brief Index to Gertrude Stein, (Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2014), 151–152. 
 




understanding of the colonial past. In that same chapter, Harryette Mullen’s poetics of lace 
highlights similar gaps and absences. In both cases, the poets find objects always in motion, 
elusive in their shifting relationship to the subjects that surround and define them. I thus 
approach the Oxford English Dictionary definition — “the action or act of objectifying 
something; a material thing which embodies or expresses an abstract idea, principle, etc.” — 
with an emphasis precisely on the kinetic action of “embodying” or “expressing,”  reconsidering 
objectification as the use of material objects in order to illuminate social relations, history, and 
politics through poetry.12 
 
Linguistic Play 
As a nominalization, “objectification” linguistically encodes both a process and a result. That is 
to say, “objectification” is a noun that not only comes from “object” but from the way that noun 
has passed through the verb “objectify.” With this linguistic motion embedded in my 
terminology, I stress how the objects the poets I study incorporate are never static. This hidden 
dynamism is something that reveals itself in the poems at hand in other ways as well. One key 
constitutive property of this poetry is an attention to linguistic play. The poets I examine revel in 
the messy possibilities of multiple meanings, playing off of the unstressed valances or puns or 
language games that nestle within their diction. The poems make use of the live and shifting 
properties of language in order to resist being fully subsumed by the category of the object with 
which they grapple, in part by revealing these objects themselves as hardly being stable. 
                                               




The linguistic dynamism on which I insist is also what separates this study from earlier 
considerations of objectification within poetry. My poets not only depart from this idea, but 
actively take the opposite tack. In studying them, I use “objectification” to consider the 
somewhat artificial process through which objects come to be imbued with meaning. 
Objectification, for me, is more about a live process than a polished result. Nowhere do I 
suggest, nor do I want to suggest, that the poems I study are objects themselves.13 Rather, my 
readings ask us to consider the poems and objects themselves both as dynamic systems of 
signification.  
The term “objectification” has a history in poetics itself. The second-generation 
modernists who called themselves the Objectivists were particularly interested in material 
objects, though in a way very different from what I explore here. In the essay which framed this 
movement, “Sincerity and Objectification,” Louis Zukofsky provides an early outline of 
principles of what would come to be called Objectivism through homing in, in part, on the 
concept of “objectification.” His objectification is linked to the poem as object, “This rested 
totality may be called objectification — the apprehension satisfied completely as to the 
appearance of the art form as an object.”14 For Zukofsky, the apotheosis of poem into object is a 
matter of clarity of description and purpose. The poems which he cites are ones in which their 
                                               
13 For more on poetic objects see Joseph Jonghyun Jeon’s Racial Things, Racial Forms. Writing 
about Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s Surplus Novel, for instance, Jeon muses: “if the racist slur that 
occasioned the piece threatened to objectify the subject by misrecognizing her as a generic type, 
then what does it mean to present the rejoinder itself as an inscrutable object?” Joseph Jonghyun 
Jeon’s Racial Things, Racial Forms: Objecthood in Avant-Garde Asian-American Poetry (Iowa 
City: University of Iowa Press, 2012), 43. 
 
14 Louis Zukofsky, “Sincerity and Objectification: With Special Reference to the Work of 
Charles Reznikoff,” Poetry 37, no. 5 (1931), 274. 
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status as object is complete due to how they “resolve into a structure […] to which the mind does 
not wish to add.”15 For Zukofsky, “objectification” is a quality which poetry possesses, an apex 
of poetic achievement. In terming it a “rested totality” Zukofsky describes objectification as a 
state the poem might attain, a stopping point of form rather than an opening out into further 
consideration of the world. My study, by contrast, thinks about objectification as a way to 
consider not just objects in their own right, but the interplay objects have with subjects, and the 
way subjects and objects help to define one another. 
*** 
 In each of the chapters that follow, I trace how the material contours of these objects 
inform and inflect habits of reading by constituting a privileged kind of poetic form. My study of 
the objects builds first on their physical attributes before opening into the metaphorical 
implications and resonances of the objects in literary study. I move from the object whose 
incorporation in poetic discourse has retained the most physical characteristics—the textile—to 
the one whose use as metaphor has almost wholly obfuscated its ability to be read as not merely 
a space but as an object in its own right—the margin. In every chapter I find occasions of these 
objects shuttling between nouns and verbs, the syntactic motion of the key term revealing the 
dynamism of the object as a force in the world, one that affects the subjects that surround it.  
 My first chapter shows how Susan Howe and Harryette Mullen reproduce textiles in the 
forms of their poems. In Mullen’s Trimmings, poems both thematize lace and mimic it formally: 
declining to recreate the shape of lace, Mullen instead uses the structure of her sentences to 
convey how lace itself functions. By eliding certain letters, elongating spaces between syllables, 
and running words together, Mullen’s sentences ask to be read as lace — an interplay of positive 
                                               
15 Zukofsky, “Sincerity and Objectification,” 276. 
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and negative space that creates patterns of gaps and omissions. Mullen uses this lacelike 
structure to grapple with historical accounts of pain and suffering and the commodification and 
aestheticization of the bodies—especially black bodies—underneath the lace. These poets use 
textile as an object with which to better engage with archival and personal histories, with gender 
roles and domestic labor both where it is explicitly racialized and where it is not.  
 In my chapter on maps I refigure understandings of geography and place. I first turn to 
Susan Howe’s Secret History of the Dividing Line to explore the underlying technologies of 
maps and mapping. I use her formal experiments with perspective in this book to reveal the 
cultural and political biases that inhere in every map. Her poems refuse to stage maps as 
straightforward aids for navigation, instead homing in on boundaries, liminality, and people’s 
movement across borders. From Howe I then move to Charles Olson’s The Maximus Poems. I 
reorient our understanding of Charles Olson’s two major poetic values — projection and sound 
— to the cartographic space: I examine projection as it relates to the distribution of a map, and 
sounding to the technologies for determining the depths of the ocean. These reorientations allow 
us to reread Olson’s work in terms with a new attention to the Gloucester with which his 
Maximus poems are intimately concerned. My work provides an examination and critique of the 
systems of mapmaking Olson uses, as well as his own hesitancies about their limitations. I 
discover maps operating at increasing degrees of abstraction: diagrammatic maps; lines shaped 
like a coastline; depth charts rendered in language. These map-objects shift in light of the lines 
surrounding them, revealing the instability of shores as constituent parts of a mappable world. 
 With my third and fourth chapters, I shift from the paraliterary objects of textiles and 
maps to objects that foreground text itself: documents and margins. In my chapter on documents 
I look into archives and legal and recordkeeping systems to think about personhood, property, 
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and belonging. My work on Trisha Low expands current understanding of conceptual and post 
conceptual writing projects to reinvoke their place in a historic tradition. I read Low’s work in 
terms of her form, but also the history of that form (both the history of wills themselves, and the 
ways they are used, and the history of the will as a form for poetry). Low’s poems are formatted 
as wills, legal documents meant to ease the posthumous transfer of valuable property, but they 
are also written as suicide notes, grasping at the sentimental, intangible connections that govern 
personal relationships—illuminating how traditional wills both enshrine and erase various 
structures of value. Low’s strict adherence to the parameters of the will and her incorporation of 
legal language adumbrates my reading of Myung Mi Kim’s Commons. Kim’s book marshals the 
language of official records and scholarly notation, combining them with excerpts from archival 
findings to create a system that interrogates how personhood and belonging come to be defined 
by the state. For both poets, documents that appear concrete are revealed to be abstract: shifting 
linguistic objects capable of undermining personhood through the limitation of codified forms. 
 The theoretical culmination of the project comes in the fourth chapter, where the gestures 
I have made in earlier chapters toward the edges or boundaries of poetic objects cohere into a 
lengthy study of the textual margin itself. In this chapter, I show how M. NourbeSe Philip and 
Tan Lin figure margins as locations of semantic meaning. In Zong! and Heath Course Pak, 
respectively, the poets draw attention to margins in order to illustrate how margins themselves 
are both subordinate locations for semantic meaning but also sites of authoritative glosses. Given 
their focus on the contours of the page and its peripheral areas, both poets invite and require a 
nontraditional relationship to the hierarchy of the page in order to parse their visual and semantic 
difficulty. In Zong!, margins give space for acknowledging discarded slave bodies; Heath Course 
Pak incorporates scans of Post-It notes stuck atop the page in a hybrid of high- and low-tech 
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marginal practice. In both books, the poets reaffirm the political stakes of understanding our 
relationship with objects by foregrounding the consequences of marginalizing people and ideas 
and, crucially, the role of global capital—through the valuing and protection of profit margins—
that serves as an impetus for this marginalization.  
*** 
 Two poets speak to the issues of objectification with such meaning that they have 
especially prominent placement in this dissertation. Given my focus on objectification and the 
ways that it intersects with marginalized subjectivities, the inclusion of Charles Olson in this 
dissertation may seem like an outlier. Studying Olson in the context of objectification, however, 
reorients discussion about his work — especially with regard to Projective Verse — from the 
space of his body into the space of the larger world in which he exists. My section on Olson 
reworks the debates in which his own body is used as a basis for poetic form, underscoring the 
way that it is contingent and not universal. By turning attention to Olson’s form from his own 
body into the locations he maps, I reposition Olson as someone whose own subjective self is 
marked by the world in which he lives. Indeed, reading him through the framework of 
objectification allows me to revisit the terminology associated with his poetics. In this way we 
can see how his own body as object in its environmental context influences his poetics more than 
just his own body as neutral container and generator of breath and movement. Olson provides a 
provocation for the theory, a limit case, perhaps, to push ourselves to keep in mind issues of race 
and gender even when we might not want to.  
 My readings of Olson’s work on Gloucester treat these poems in the same way that I treat 
those of other poets in the dissertation, putting him into a conversation in which he has not yet 
been seen as an important participant. The earliest, chronologically, of the poets I treat, Olson 
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provides a helpful early example of the phenomenon I describe. His poetry offers an avenue for 
experimental attention to the records and legacies of early American history, and his effect in this 
regard on Susan Howe is something I treat in particular in my second chapter. There, reading the 
Olson and Howe next to each other provides me with an opportunity to reconsider the nature of 
influence, thinking not only about how Olson shapes Howe’s work, but how we as readers of 
Howe might revisit Olson in a way that contends with the aftereffects of his work.  
 Susan Howe herself is an animating spirit of this dissertation and the deep or hidden 
history Howe seeks to excavate through her poems is particularly linked to objectification. 
Studies of three of her books over the course of two chapters illuminate the varied occurrences of 
objects in her work. Susan Howe’s predominance in this dissertation is the result of her own 
specific preoccupation with objects as well as the hypervisual quality of her poetry. She has 
attained monolithic status in academic discourse on contemporary poetry and is the sole subject 
of multiple scholarly books. While her influence on this project is undeniable, my project refuses 
the trend of treating her as anomalous and singular by placing her in constant conversation with 
her contemporaries. One might find echoes of Howe’s visual form in the work of Myung Mi 
Kim and M. NourbeSe Philip in the later chapters of this dissertation, but I resist an argument 
about linear influence on other poets in favor of uncovering a wider phenomenon of avant-garde 
poetic attention.  
 The attention I pay to Howe and Olson is also informed by the relationship my project 
has to characterizations of the postwar American avant-garde writ large. Studies of the American 
avant-garde of the past fifty years tend to focus on the major schools that shaped it — most 
notably the movement that came to be known as Language Writing, and Conceptual Writing. 
Both of these groups were characterized by a commitment to core political and aesthetic 
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concerns that shaped the poetry they produced, and consisted of relatively stable rosters of 
participants. The recognizable formal proclivities that marked each of these groups also had a 
tendency to interpellate experimental poets whose work seemed to match some of their contours. 
I bring together an eclectic group of contemporary poets in chapters spanning a period of close to 
fifty years at the end of the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first centuries and locate my 
project at the edges of these movements, among poets adjacent to more canonical schools. Rather 
than worrying a delineation between in and outgroup formations, I find the adjacent placement of 
these poets to be a benefit to understanding the shape of the field of the American avant-garde. 
My argument does not seek to re-center them in poetic discourse, arguing that we ought to read 
their work as actually forming the heart of Language Writing or Conceptual Writing. Nor do I 
seek to widen the aperture of these movements to see how these categories actually include much 
more diversity of approach. Allowing these more canonical avant-garde movements to fully 
subsume the adjacent practitioners I study here would miss the point of their adjacency, which is 
marked not only by facts of age, time, and geography, but also race. Timothy Yu notes some of 
the tension in moves toward reworking these group formations in literary history: “If white 
avant-gardists such as the Language poets were compelled to ‘ethnicize’ their writing, it was in 
part because of an awareness that emerging categories like ‘Asian American writing’ were taking 
their place alongside those groups traditionally labeled ‘avant-garde’”16 My desire to preserve an 
adjacent status is as much about autonomy as it is about flexibility. There is a productive friction 
in the way that these poets stand apart from the collectives with whom they are frequently 
grouped. 
                                               
16 Timothy Yu, Race and the Avant-Garde: Experimental and Asian American Poetry Since 1965 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009), 73. 
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 As persons peripherally engaged with these schools, the poets I bring together here have 
projects that incorporate elements of the turn to language in new and generative ways. Poets like 
Charles Olson, Myung Mi Kim, Susan Howe, and Harryette Mullen have all been variously 
associated with Language writing — either, in the case of Olson, as a key inspiration to these 
writers, or as somehow belonging in the stable of Language poets themselves. That said, if the 
stated goal of Language Writing is to first and foremost consider language as an object in itself, 
my project revisits the presence of material objects themselves. Myung Mi Kim articulates her 
own relationship to Language writing, “poetry for me resides in the space of the “unpositioned” 
—the as-yet-unavailable to culture—so I’m not rehearsing in my own head how my work is 
positioned in relation to recent movements and so on, in any direct way.”17 In a similar vein, 
following the advent of conceptual writing, NourbeSe Philip, Tan Lin, and Trisha Low all find 
themselves pushing back against being grouped with this larger school. Trisha Low, in an 
interview about her experimental use of form, writes that she likes “inhabiting interstitial spaces 
— it’s my feminist drive to reclaim the outsider statuses that have been so devalued in a larger 
historical and literary tradition.”18 Likewise, M NourbeSe Philip suggests that something is 
“lost” in the reading of her book Zong! when it is read simply as an example of conceptual 
writing.19 In all of these instances, the poets are ambivalent about their relationships to schools or 
labels, unwilling to commit one way or another, which proves generative for their poetics. 
                                               
17 Lynn Keller, “An Interview with Myung Mi Kim,” Contemporary Literature 49 number 3 
(Fall 2008), 352. 
 
18 Michael Stein, “Interview with Trisha Low,” Sotospeak (May 5, 2011),  
https://sotospeakjournal.org/interview-with-trisha-low/. 
 
19 As to Zong!’s relationship to conceptual poetry in particular, Philip recognizes the affinities 
between them: “erasure of the author apparent appropriation of found text working within a 
rigidly defined set of rules its composition is inextricably linked to the computer.” But, she 
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 The adjacency of my poets to larger schools connects to the figures of borders and edges 
that recur in my analyses of the poems at hand. My study of textiles in Susan Howe and 
Harryette Mullen’s poetry brings into focus the scraps left from a once whole garment, to the 
trimmings that adorn the edges of others. My attention to maps with both Howe and Charles 
Olson allows me to contemplate the liminal space of the shore and the horizon line, the 
boundaries where one phenomenon changes into another. I address documents in the work of 
Trisha Low and Myung Mi Kim to consider the boundaries of their ability to convey or capture 
the attributes of personhood and property to which they lay claim. This attention to the liminal, 
to the peripheral, to the edges and boundaries culminates in my fourth chapter, where I attend to 
the margin itself as an object through the poetry of Tan Lin and M. NourbeSe Philip. 
This dissertation stands to change our understanding of the postwar American avant-
garde by bringing materialist criticism to texts that have not yet been viewed that way. I examine 
poets who mitigate the presentation of the subjective self through the active process of 
objectification. By surveying how contemporary poetry makes use of material objects, I show 
how poetic form can be a venue through which we come to better understand our own positions 
as subjects in the world of objects that surrounds and shapes us. Moreover, I reinvigorate the 
study of non-lyric, nonnarrative work by using poetic form as a means by which to understand 
identity construction. I focus on women and people of color, their attention to material objects, I 
argue, is a way of marshaling the objectification they personally experience as members of 
marginalized groups. This angle adds another layer to my theorization of objectification — the 
                                               
insists, “you lose something” by reading her work solely through that frame — something that 
underlies and emerges within the text that she calls “spiritual,” for lack of a more satisfying term. 
Quoted in Evie Shockley “Is Zong! Conceptual Poetry? Yes It Isn’t,” Jacket2 (September 17, 
2013), https://jacket2.org/article/zong-conceptual-poetry-yes-it-isn’t 
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term “objectification” allows me to understand identity construction as it relates to poetic form, 
to refigure identity as a productive category that can be read formally, through the 
objectifications that I outline. The linguistic proximity between objects and objectification 
provides a crucial intellectual space for considering the ways that human subjects come to be 
treated as objects, and the ways that people’s interactions with the material objects that surround 
them help shape our own understanding of subjecthood. The adjacent status of my poets as 
operators on the fringes of more cohesive schools allows them to leverage the energy of those 
larger movements in new and exciting ways. I reroute conversations about aesthetics to bring 
them to bear on the ethical concerns of material reality. The poets’ attention to the physical 
object, refusing to immediately transcend to an understanding of language itself as an object, 
helps to illuminate the conditions of the material world in which they live, and the historical 
factors that go into its creation and replication. I argue that poetic form, for these poets, is a 




CHAPTER ONE: Textiles in Susan Howe’s Souls of the Labadie Tract and That This and 
Harryette Mullen’s Trimmings 
 
Between two sections in Souls of the Labadie Tract, Susan Howe features a black and white 
Xerox of a raggedly square piece of fabric. It is, we learn, an image of the only surviving 
fragment of the wedding dress of Sarah Pierpont Edwards (wife of early American preacher and 
philosopher Jonathan Edwards). Howe’s inclusion of this textile prompts a larger meditation on 
Sarah Edwards’ place in colonial history: on the intimacy in the fabric’s origin as part of a 
wedding dress, and on the incompleteness of historical accounts about her. Poems in the same 
shape precede the revelation of the image, while the poems that follow it are warped and twisted 
like fraying scraps of silk. It is the physical shred of the textile—with all its material contours 
and material absences—that gives shape to her poetry. Howe’s poems forge a connection to the 
dress fragment that exceeds visual representation, combining historical reference, syntactic 
difficulty, and word fragments to suggest a textile form that underscores the complexity and 
productive opacity the dress fragment offers to her project. Howe employs this process, which I 
have termed “objectification” — the means by which poets use material objects to illuminate 
social relations, history, and political considerations — to lay bare through the formal 
imperfections of Edwards’s dress fragment the impossibility of fully recovering what has been 
reduced to fragment. 
Even before the image of the wedding dress fragment itself appears in the text, Howe’s 
readers find connections to the textile throughout Souls. In the book’s first epigraph, Jonathan 
Edwards invokes the silkworm as “a remarkable kind of Christ,” that gives over its body to the 
production of the useful and beautiful and that, in its connection to Christ, offers an implication 
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of renewal or salvation.1 The product of this silkworm, the silk itself, is what the book attends to. 
In fact, Howe is interested not in silk in general, but with a very particular piece of silk: the only 
surviving fragment of the wedding dress of Jonathan’s wife Sarah Pierpont Edwards. Howe’s 
poems take the visual shape of the textile she discusses — they follow the ragged square shape 
of the fragment of the wedding dress of Sarah Pierpont Edwards whose existence and history she 
charts over the course of these two books. The fragment features visually in both books: first 
near the end of Souls, in a black-and-white Xeroxed scan blown up to nearly twice the size of the 
original fragment, and then as the sole image on the cover of That This. The fruit of that 
remarkable kind of Christ, the silkworm, returns seemingly from the dead, appearing now in full-
color splendor to greet anyone who might see the cover of the new book. Gracing the book’s 
cover with this image serves both to enact this second book’s connection to the first and to insist 
on the ongoing importance of textile to Howe’s ongoing project. In readings of Howe’s attention 
to silk as a material derived from a living animal, the brilliance of the blue dye in the wedding 
dress, the fragility and contingency of the fabric of an “only surviving fragment,” I argue that it 
is through the textile fragment of the wedding dress that we are able to understand the ways 
Howe’s allusive, elusive poetry grapples with the political and gender histories with which it 
concerns itself.  
I build on my study of Howe through examining Harryette Mullen’s Trimmings. In the 
second half of this chapter I employ “lace” as a hermeneutic through which to elucidate Mullen’s 
textile poetics, especially insofar as that poetics is dedicated to uncovering the histories of 
racialized bodies. Howe and Mullen both lean into the problematic elements of objectification, 
                                               
1 Susan Howe, Souls of the Labadie Tract (New York: New Directions, 2007), 5. 
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using the textiles they take up as occasions for exploring the complicated interplay between 
subjects and objects with special attention to the gendered implications of this interplay. For 
Mullen’s part, the feminine ideals she unpacks are decidedly racialized ones, and her poems 
contend with the relationship black women have to this dominant tradition of beauty. Through its 
foregrounding of negative space, lace, the textile objectified in Mullen’s poetry, responds to the 
underlying cause of this absence — the erasure of black stories from the historical archive. As 
with Howe’s wedding dress fragment, the structural dynamics of lace give Mullen a material 
ground on which to explore the ways in which persons themselves move between the categories 
of subject and object. Through readings of Mullen’s subtle revision of her chief interlocutor 
Gertrude Stein, of her use of negative space to thematize absence and danger in traditional 
considerations of femininity, and finally of the ways in which lace’s material syntax is mediated 
by the text’s visual dynamics, I advocate a reading practice that overlays the intricacies of textile 
upon the poetic text. In moving from literary history, through material history, and finally into 
textual materiality, I argue that lace provides an all-encompassing framework that allows 
Mullen’s densely convoluted poetry to reach out into the no less complicated domain of race and 
gender construction. 
 
Susan Howe and the Fragment of the Wedding Dress of Sarah Pierpont Edwards 
Susan Howe’s oeuvre, to the extent that it can be condensed into a contextualizing summary, 
turns over narratives of New England’s history in order to revisit both her own personal family 
history and a national or regional history. The fragment of the wedding dress of Sarah Pierpont 
Edwards is very much a part of this project. Howe tends to focus on historical figures who are 
undervalued or overlooked as well as the underrepresented features of their lives. As she puts it 
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in the preface to an earlier book, The Europe of Trusts, she seeks out “voices that are 
anonymous, slighted—inarticulate.”2 Souls of the Labadie Tract allows us to interrogate histories 
of Jonathan Edwards through the lens of his wife, Sarah Pierpont Edwards, and more specifically 
through the only surviving fragment of her wedding dress. For Howe, the wedding dress 
fragment is an object whose importance approaches that of a relic. It is an artifact she came 
across during her research at the Beinecke Library at Yale.3 This collection revolutionized the 
source texts for Howe’s work, earlier instantiations of which delved more into personal histories 
and more easily-accessed books.4 The switch to the archive of the library, and more specifically 
the archival collection of the rare books library at the Beinecke, allows Howe new access to 
material objects. While Howe might have been able to come across arcane books on the shelves 
of Yale’s Sterling Library, it is only at the Beinecke that she can come into contact with actual, 
physical, material relics of the past. With this access, Howe is inspired not only to veneration but 
to project theories of the garment’s life and afterlives, which form the core of her later works 
Souls of the Labadie Tract and That This.  
The wedding dress fragment itself is a small dark blue square of silk fabric. The square is 
not perfect: its edges are fraying, and it is slightly longer than it is tall. A shadowy shape in 
lighter blue embroidered on its left and lower-right corners suggests the fabric is patterned, 
perhaps with flowers. In Souls of the Labadie Tract the origin of the image is clear: it appears 
just after the title page of the section “The Fragment of the Wedding Dress of Sarah Pierpont 
                                               
2 Howe, The Europe of Trusts, (New York: New Directions, 1987), preface. 
 
3 It bears mentioning that both Sarah Pierpont Edwards and Jonathan Edwards had close ties with 
Yale: Jonathan as an alumnus and Sarah as daughter of its chief founder. 
 
4 See her collected early works in Frame Structures (New York: New Directions, 1996). 
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Edwards.” Howe will count on her readers to remember this image in her next book That This, 
where its appearance on the cover is not accompanied by any kind of explanation. The fabric — 
in its shape, in its history, in its materiality — provides a basis from which to form a poetics for 
both texts. Howe has often written in square shaped text, but I argue that here the square is 
explicitly objectified through the dress scrap. It is through this practice that we can see her 
attempts at revisiting personal, national, and regional history as being imbricated in material 
objects. By repeating the shape of the textile with the shape of the majority of the poems inside 
the book Howe is able to explore various possibilities the shape can contain and the absences it 
can stage in order to insist on the power of the fragmentary artifact to teach us how history 
works. She renders her poetry visual, drawing on her background as a visual artist, in order to 
make us see what increased focus on the arrangement of words might lend to their meaning, but 
Howe’s objectification also makes her poetry do the work of the fabric in a way that exceeds 
visual mimesis: bearing witness to and enacting a partial, frayed, and incomplete history.  
 
Poetry as Primer: Souls of the Labadie Tract 
For Howe, objectifying the wedding dress fragment is a process through which multi-sensory 
experience can demystify history. Howe has long been interested in synesthetic crossovers, and 
she intersperses segments from her 1990 book Singularities in the opening “Personal Narrative” 
section of Souls. In one such passage she writes: 
Font-voices summon a reader into visible earshot. Struggles of conscience are 
taken up as if they are going to be destroyed by previous states of fancy and 
imagination. Former facts swell into new convictions. Never the warning of ends 
only the means. More and more I wanted to express the critical spirit in its 
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restlessness. (15) 
Here Howe describes the role of writing in conveying meaning both aurally and visually, thus 
calling to mind how the wedding dress fragment, as she objectifies it, will marry the lexical and 
the visual to interrogate these two modes. The “font-voices summon a reader into visible 
earshot” and render the text both audible and visible. Once in visible earshot we can take up 
“struggles of conscience.”5 It is, I argue, specifically the textile object that allows Howe to 
“express the critical spirit in its restlessness.”  She turns her visually-driven poetry into a new 
kind of ekphrasis that lets the words embody what they describe. The object provides something 
concrete as a touchstone, but does not resort to closing meaning off into finality in order to do so: 
“never the warning of ends only the means.” The object, in its multivalence, allows for disparate 
and contiguous meanings to exist within its framework. The textile is still multivalent, still open, 
still able to be altered and modified all while also pulling us back to the concrete and to the 
specifically embodied and localized fabric in which it exists. Cut up and cut out, Howe’s 
fragmentary poem-text squares will work in tandem with cut-outs of source texts to prepare her 
reader for the appearance of a reproduction of the only surviving fragment of the wedding dress 
of Sarah Pierpont Edwards, which forms the crux of the book.  
The fragmentary status of the fragment of the wedding dress of Sarah Pierpont Edwards 
adds to its importance, giving the textile a valence the clothing in its whole state would not have. 
                                               
5 It is worth noting here that the “Personal Narrative” section from which this appears was 
originally part of an MLA panel The Sound of Poetry The Poetry of Sound. The “visible earshot” 
is more than a metaphor for proximity, but one that intentionally melds two different modes of 
communication: the visual and the audible. It also recalls the notion of the vocal emblem, a term 
in linguistics for those sounds (like “shh”) that signify without inherent semantic sense. For more 
on voice and Howe, see also Edward Allen, “‘Visible Earshot’: The Returning Voice in Susan 
Howe,” The Cambridge Quarterly. 
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It is not just silk, but silk torn away from the rest (or from which the rest has disintegrated). This 
particular fabric scrap contains an incomplete or partial pattern, the purview of fabric more 
generally. Howe’s project seeks to reorient her reader to the rest of this missing pattern, to fill in 
the gaps not definitively but suggestively, to point us to an understanding of what is missing. We 
get a sense of this fragmentation in the way that the majority of the text in the book is shaped 
into small rough-square segments, embodying the same shape as the wedding dress fragment 
itself. Constraining herself to a square piece of text allows Howe to speak to the possibilities 
constraint can offer in her writing.6 Take the following two squares, each of which recalls the 
shape of the wedding dress fragment: 
We needn’t dot any i’s  
We know what we know 
We needn’t dot any i’s 
 
Frivolity step to and fro 
Our cross-laced sandals 
you dusty ideate echo (52) 
 
Howe not only wants to leave things open-ended, she says we needn’t close them. The freedom 
of the un-dotted i’s sandwiches the fact that “we know what we know.” The fragment is complete 
as it is, without the finishing touches of the whole. Still, though, there is a tension in the fact that 
she does dot the “i”s in the printing of her lines here. We needn’t dot them, she says, but yet we 
                                               
6 Brian Reed has drawn attention to what he terms “word squares” in some of Howe’s earlier 
works, but finds them to “recur mysteriously from poem to poem.” Contrary to mystery, I argue 
both here and in Chapter 2 that Howe’s squares are in fact linked to a practice of material 
incorporation through the formal models of (in the texts covered in this dissertation) textiles and 
maps. See: Brian Reed. ""Eden or Ebb of the Sea": Susan Howe's Word Squares and Postlinear 
Poetics." Postmodern Culture 14, no. 2 (2004) https://muse.jhu.edu/. 
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still do. The artifact, then, offers new possibilities for the object — ravaged by history, it has had 
its finishing touches undone so that only an incomplete version remains. 
 Howe immediately complicates this paradox of i-dotting as she moves from the 
incantatory first stanza where even its rejections of tradition court the sound of the cliche to the 
far more gnomic second stanza. The openness that Howe only suggests above she enacts here. In 
the second stanza, the back and forth of frivolity is linked explicitly with the sartorial “cross-
laced sandals.” This cross-lacing leads not to a definitive image, but to a syntactically-ambiguous 
end. Howe enacts the idea of not dotting the “i” through the omission of any commas that would 
syntactically delineate the meaning of her phrases. The final line might be read either an 
opposition between the sandals of the implied “we” and the “dusty ideate echo” of the “you” in 
which the “you” is dusty and ideates an echo, or it might be seen as an apostrophe in which the 
“echo” is the primary verb and the “ideate” is manipulated to become a past participle. The line 
intertwines the inchoate, quickly disappearing echo, and the creative originating “ideate.” 
“Ideate” though, offers the reader an aural echo of “idiot,” calling into question the positive 
associations one might have of the term, instead offering a shadowy remonstration of a creative 
impulse. These lines, which are shaped to match the square of fabric with which she is so taken, 
show Howe’s investment in the primacy of the fragmentary artifact. After all, the fragmentary 
artifact, like the sentence devoid of marks orienting its syntax, exists as several options at once. 
Howe’s objectification of this fragment — where the material and the abstract coexist and are in 
flux — allows her to highlight the multivalence of fragmentary forms.  
 Thinking about the textile in the context of Howe’s work forces a new kind of thinking 
about narrative as partially collapsed into visual form.7 The narrative, to the extent that one 
                                               
7 Howe terms this “narrative through nonnarrative” in Singularities.  
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might find it, comes about only as an emergent property of a nonnarrative field to be put together 
by the reader. In the absence of semantic meaning — following the synesthetic invitations of 
being summoned to “visible earshot” — Howe’s readers must look in different places. Howe’s 
book provides only sideways glances at its larger project; it is up to the reader to assemble the 
pieces. Narrative, where it can be constituted, is associative rather than linear, operating like a 
collage, with no prescribed focal point. It is kaleidoscopic, pieced together from broken parts. 
After a series of oblique hints, the picture comes into focus — literally, with the appearance of 
the image of the wedding dress fragment — only to then immediately shift shape as the standard 
typesetting gives way to collages of print.  
 Because Howe asks her reader to read associatively, to piece together meanings through 
self-made connections and references, the understanding her reader gets from the fragment’s 
instigation includes lessons about history. In order to understand these lessons, we must 
understand Howe’s mode of objectification, which is the means by which she teaches her reader 
about the history of the object and also the world in which it was created and worn, and 
ultimately saved and rediscovered.8 She thematizes this educative property by writing a text that 
works via the logic of priming, preparing the reader in the earlier poems for what will appear in 
the later ones. Howe primes her reader for the revelation of Sarah Pierpont Edwards’s wedding 
dress fragment in the poetry that precedes the image. The square shapes of poem text as well as 
                                               
8 Critics have been hesitant to read too deeply into the particularities of Howe’s object. Will 
Montgomery’s The Poetry of Susan Howe ends with a brief discussion of Souls of the Labadie 
Tract, but while he brings up the notion of silk and weaving, through the Edwards epigraph I 
mentioned earlier and through a series of references to Minerva that occur earlier in the text, he 
declines to take up the fragment as a formally important textile object. He refers to Howe’s final 
section as “a short visual poem” that while it is “as radical as anything produced by Howe in the 
1980s” it does not occasion him to comment on its material specificity. He confines Sarah 
Pierpont Edwards herself entirely to a footnote. Montgomery, The Poetry of Susan Howe: 
History, Theology, Authority (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 160. 
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the cut-out (and thus fragmentary) squares photocopied from Howe’s historical sources visually 
prime, via their square form, the shape of the wedding dress fragment that appears later in the 
book. In tandem with this, the discussions of Jonathan Edwards and his family, silk in its 
different instantiations, and the color blue all prime the reader for the content of the textile scrap. 
I insist on the specific language of priming because of the way it usefully illuminates a 
second aim of Howe’s: to provide a primer for her reader. Part of the project of Souls of the 
Labadie Tract is that the book is able to work as a primer, in which Howe teaches her readers 
how to read both history and poetry. Thus, there is, I argue, a teleological way to read the book. 
In order to properly understand the object lessons that Howe’s formal modeling of the textile 
elucidates, her reader must first learn how to read such a text, to see rather than recognize the 
words on the page, following Viktor Shklovsky’s dictum to see the textile in all its material 
particulars, rather than to simply recognize it.9 Howe is, through this text, re-teaching her reader 
how to read, now with a mind toward not only language but the material objects the poems 
engage with. She defamiliarizes the textile and the text, letting her reader see her language with 
new eyes. In doing so, she re-works the original task set out by the primer, that early American 
schoolbook for children.  
Howe’s interest in the primer dovetails nicely with objects in the form of the “object 
lesson.” A pedagogical model first used for students in the nineteenth century, “object lessons” 
brought in materials from the outside world into the space of the classroom to encourage students 
to use all their senses in learning about the world around them. Authors of an early twentieth-
century pedagogical text reminded instructors that only objects that could be brought into the 
                                               
9 See Viktor Shklovsky, A Theory of Prose (1925; repr., New York: Dalkey Archive Press, 1991) 
for a full account of art’s necessity to be “seen” rather than merely “recognized.” 
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classroom could be considered object lessons (no lions or whales), and more pointedly, that they 
were not to rely on pictures of objects as stand-ins for the objects themselves: “Such teaching is 
sometimes the result of indifference — the teacher is too indifferent to real education to trouble 
to obtain the actual object; sometimes the result of ignorance—he thinks ‘the picture will do just 
as well.’ But a picture is at best but an imperfect symbol of the thing and appeals to one sense 
only. The thing, the whole thing, and little else but the thing, should be a guiding principle in 
object-lessons.”10 It is my contention that Howe’s use of the textile fragment satisfies the 
requirements of an object lesson. It is itself a thematic priming. Further, she deploys the image 
and poem relation as a new or revisionist kind of object lesson — she objectifies it. Here, the 
material and abstract relation is in flux, not static. Her poems are attentive to the materiality of 
the textile in ways that exceed the visual shape a mere image of the thing provides. 
The primer is a foundational text in the history of American education for teaching the 
alphabet and basics of reading. As part of this, it was also a key component in the building of an 
educated class of citizens, and a portable history that instilled in its students an understanding of 
reading and good citizenship through the presentation of pictures and moral tales and historical 
accounts. The primer provided a backbone for shaping the history of the nation.11 As a poet so 
                                               
10 Thomas Francis George Dexter, Alfred Hezekiah Garlick, A Primer of School Method, (New 
York: Longmans, Free and Company, 1905), 218. 
 
11 In some of this language on “primer” I draw on Steve Evans’s lovely reading of Bob 
Perelman’s Primer: “His third perfectly bound volume also adopts a generic title, that of a work 
meant to provide the rudiments of a field or practice: Primer. Along with the obvious pedagogic 
connotations, the word conjures other meanings as well: the gray cover already seems a gesture 
in the direction of the homonym meaning a base coat of paint. Since explosives make up a large 
part of the political unconscious, the sense of primer as a compound used in the preparation of 
explosive devices may also be intended here. The choice of the word also sets in motion an 
ambiguity in the graphic representation of phonemes: while the phonetic symbols arrayed on the 
cover are precisely correlated to voicing, alphabetic characters are susceptible to varying 
manners of pronunciation. While some Americans may follow the rule that tends to make the 
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vocally interested in history, in multiple histories and forgotten ones, Howe unsurprisingly 
deploys a number of historical events and personages in Souls of the Labadie Tract in order to 
re-present them, to rework them so that they might better emphasize and serve the lost and 
forgotten, the unknown and the unknowable. In Howe’s book reworking histories implores her 
reader to abandon the old ways of absorbing historical accounts. Her book makes the primer a 
target of reevaluation, re-valuation, and reconfiguration of American history. If we are to 
understand the multiple histories America contains, Howe’s work argues, we must learn to read 
in different ways — looking for echoes and repetitions across the field of an entire book, 
guessing at what might be left out or actively cut away from the text of a poem, what manifold 
possibilities might exist in the incomplete artifacts we are given. 
In the final part of the section “Personal Narrative,” which borrows its title from the 
eponymous essay of Jonathan Edwards, Howe lays out the relationship she sees between poetry 
and its potential for reinvigorating and reimagining histories:  
If I were to read aloud a passage from a poem of your choice, to an audience of 
judges in sympathy with surrounding library nature, and they were to experience 
its lexical inscape as an offshoot of Anglo-American modernism in typographical 
format, it might be possible to release our great great grandparents, beginning at 
the greatest distance from a common mouth, eternally belated, some coming 
home through dark ages, others nearer to early modern, multitudes of them 
                                               
vowel in words such as primer long, the correct or received pronunciation utilizes a short-/i/ 
sound rather than the diphthong /ay/. Already, then, a hesitation, a complication, in what purports 
to be a primary text, one stripped of the complexities that come later, after the basics have been 
fully grasped.” Steve Evans, “Bob Perelman (2 December 1947–),” in American Poets Since 
World War II: Sixth Series, edited by Joseph Mark Conte, 277. Dictionary of Literary Biography 
Vol. 193. Detroit, MI: Gale, 1998.  
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meeting first to constitute certain main branches of etymologies, so all along there 
are new sources, some running directly contrary to others, and yet all meet at last, 
clothed in robes of glory, offering maps of languages, some with shining tones. 
(18–19) 
Here, Howe outlines the way that one might use aesthetics and form—the way the story is told 
and received—to reshape a version of history, one that allows for a set of more mystical, 
experimental possibilities. Howe talks specifically about oral delivery here, but I argue the 
features of the oral can only be rendered particularly on the page if the page includes a 
consideration of the visual: the visual form the textile affords allows Howe to synesthetically 
incorporate the lexical into what is necessarily extra-lexical.12 Howe’s objectification, then, 
considers poetic form as an interplay between various sensory registers. In the poems that follow 
this prose section, Howe creates the circumstances for this history to be reshaped. She uses her 
poetry to animate this history that her prose suggests lies behind it.  
Howe’s priming method reworks not only the macro-historical narratives of eighteenth-
century America, but it also manifests these reworkings through an attention to the wedding 
dress fragment in particular. She foreshadows the silk of Sarah Pierpont Edwards’s wedding 
dress from the very beginning of Souls of the Labadie Tract where the aforementioned Jonathan 
Edwards epigraph on the “remarkable kind of Christ,” points toward that which gives over its 
body to the production of the useful and beautiful. That the useful and beautiful silk figured in 
this text is that of a wedding dress is fitting: the wedding dress is, after all, a garment designed 
both to be useful, a functional garment preparing the body for a legally-transformative ceremony 
                                               
12 I will take up the relationship between spoken language and the page in my discussion of 
Charles Olson in the next chapter.  
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(and, at the time, reworn long after that day), and beautiful, supposedly the aesthetic pinnacle of 
a woman’s wardrobe. As a historically opulent color traditionally associated with the Virgin 
Mary,13 this blue is striking both aesthetically and sociopolitically. The blue remnant attests to 
Sarah Pierpont’s status in society at the time of her marriage, a piece of silk dyed with South 
American indigo and woven in England before being brought to Massachusetts.14 Sarah Pierpont 
Edwards’s useful and beautiful silk abounds in references throughout the book: “America is a 
skin coat the color of the juice of mulberries,” which the jacket copy is sure to point out is the 
food of silkworms and which also recalls the blue hue of the dress (70); “Blue satin robes” (66) 
have their shadows in “bawdy tapestries,” (81), “curtain” (87, 104), “cloak” (90), “linen,” (91) 
and “rags” (212). The frequency with which Howe mentions textiles in general bolsters her 
interest in this particular fragment. She writes that “Tumbled syllables are bolts and bullets from 
the blue,” and we can see how Edwards’s blue bolts both as linchpin and starting point for 
Howe’s tumbled syllables (13). Howe includes these individual instances as though they are 
stray threads of blue silk, waiting in the reader’s memory to be woven together when she brings 
in the fragment itself. In order to prepare for the singular wedding dress fragment, her poetry 
argues, we must first familiarize ourselves with the multitude of similar objects lost to history. 
Even with these diverse references, Howe’s project should not be misinterpreted as a mere 
                                               
13 For more on blue in see the history of ultramarine, the most expensive dye made at the time 
only from ground lapis lazuli from Asia, prized utmost among paints, glossed helpfully in the 
Paris Review: Ravi Mangla, “True Blue,” The Paris Review (June 8, 2015): 
http://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2015/06/08/true-blue/. 
 
14 For more on Guatemala and indigo see Thomas Kitchin’s The Present State of the West Indies 
(London, 1778): http://www.wdl.org/en/item/4397/view/1/30/. For more on Spitalfields and the 




reminder to her readers of the etymology of text as coming from the Latin “textus” for the “style 
or tissue of a literary work” literally “that which is woven,” but should be seen as a specific 
intervention into the productive connections between the poetry of this book and the particular 
textile which occasions it.15  
Howe complements her square shaped poems with the inclusion of several squares of cut-
out text. In “Personal Narrative” she intersperses a number of xeroxed fragments from historical 
sources. This one, which we are led to believe comes from A History of Deerfield Massachusetts, 
is characteristic in Howe’s refusal to let its dimensions be dictated by the amount of space 
needed for including full words:  
(13) 
Howe has cut out this fragment of text — which appears in the book as grainily greyscale as it 
does in this reproduction — partially with respect to the semantics of the excerpt: she begins at 
the start of a sentence about Hope Atherton, the colonial preacher at the heart of Singularities, 
but by the end of the first line, she’s abandoned following the line of the words, cutting off what 
is likely the final “t” of “that.” The rest of the right margin follows the same roughly straight 
line, cutting short the ends of words in the interest of maintaining Howe’s predetermined shape. 
                                               




That the second line begins in the middle of a word of which we can only see “ar” immediately 
casts doubt on the idea that “Hope Atherton” were in fact the first words on the first line—what 
small word or words might have been omitted to create this illusion of beginning with Hope? In 
this way, Howe reminds her reader to reconsider what appears to be full or complete, to 
reinterrogate what we might take for granted, and to see fragments where we think we might 
have seen a whole. As with the “cross-laced sandals” above, Howe’s refusal to include a 
complete sentence here alerts her readers to how syntax and punctuation are taken for granted 
and also demonstrates how we might navigate a text without them. By including text that is 
deliberately cut short of its syntactic sense, Howe leads her reader to look out for other moments 
in which what looks like a full line might also be cut short, with its sense altered because of such 
an emendation.  
 Howe’s book invites us to think about not only the missing or lost wholes suggested by 
the fragment, but also the way that the fragment’s status as sole survivor changes the previously-
whole object into something else, newly whole but in a way that is different and smaller. The silk 
fabric, in its fragmentary state, is more easily twisted than a finished whole would be: the hem is 
gone, the edges are feathered, and as such it can be manipulated more easily. There is a delicacy 
to the fragment, but that delicacy is also a flexibility: its fragility becomes not a detriment but a 
strength, allowing it to lay bare a history of change and to transform. The reshapability of the 
textile fragment allows it to transform from a straight square to a host of other shapes. By pulling 
slightly on opposite corners, by twisting or folding or scrunching, the square fabric can be 
warped and in this warping transform in order to take on the shape and attendant characteristics 
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of something other than a square.16 It is only because we and Howe have been exposed to this 
textile scrap at such a late date, after history has undone its material integrity, that these 
possibilities exist. Howe’s objectification of the textile, here, then, reminds us that the fragment 
we see is one that encodes not only a certain history, but reflects upon that history at a certain 
moment in time, at a certain point in its material decay.  
 
The Textile Deformed 
The potential inherent in textile to change its shape is apparent as soon as the actual image of the 
wedding dress fragment appears in Howe’s text. The text on the page immediately following the 
textile scan immediately shifts its visual register. Gone are the neat squares of poems that 
appeared throughout the book’s title section and the lengthy poem “118 Westerly Terrace,” 
replaced by collaged texts that twist their words into increasingly complex shapes. The black and 
white Xerox image of “The Fragment of the Wedding Dress of Sarah Pierpont Edwards” appears 
on the verso side of the first spread after the eponymous section title page. On the recto side of 
this spread is what looks like a square set of lines that has been pulled askew so that the words 
cascade diagonally down the page rather than appearing straight across:  
                                               
16 There is a parallel, too, in the way silkworms transform into moths in their silk cocoons (or are 
boiled alive to preserve the silk that forms at this stage). For more: M. J. Scoble, The 
Lepidoptera: Form, Function and Diversity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995). 
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  (113) 
Facing the image of the dress fragment, this poem’s shape immediately calls to mind what might 
happen were someone to take the piece of silk and pull its top left and bottom right corners away 
from one another. Fraying at the edges and lacking any kind of hem to structurally support its 
shape, the dress piece would easily become deformed by this type of treatment. The white gaps 
in the middle of this deformed square roughly correspond with (or at the very least recall) the 
flower-like pattern visible on the wedding dress fragment. Where Howe’s text rigidly conformed 
to the shape of the neatly-lined square in the preceding pages, the actual appearance of the 
artifact in its visual form breaks that grid, freeing the words to take new shapes, encouraged and 
emboldened by the image of the dress fragment to embody the textile in more capacious ways. 
Thus, as the text deforms from its ready readability, it becomes a better and better cipher 
for the material object to which it calls our attention, and toward which it gestures. As part of its 
teleological priming, Howe’s book teaches her reader to expect to arrive at some type of a key, 
and at first glance the appearance of the photocopied fragment of the wedding dress appears to 
give the solution to the shapes and materials pre-haunting the book’s preceding pages. What the 
recto text shows us, though, is the immediate dissolution of this solution. The image appears and 
Howe’s text is cut free. With the revelation of the ur-textile, Howe seems not to need it anymore. 
The energy pent up in the appearance of the textile disperses, and it disperses visually. Not only 
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do the lines slide down toward the lower right-hand corner of the page, the words on each line do 
not even seem to line up. Rather than provide an easily-digestible key through the revelation of 
her object, Howe pushes the bounds of the genre, introducing it in order that it might raise more 
questions than answers.  
As a formal model, Howe’s textile operates on two registers: the literary register of the 
text, and the visual register of the image. In Howe’s poems in the “Fragment” section, the literary 
fully migrates into the visual, so that the words are important less for their semantic meaning 
(indeed, oftentimes the words are so obscured that it is difficult to see what their semantic 
meaning might be), than for their visual properties (over and above those of traditional forms). 
Howe looks for, and creates, a way of writing an object (or a concept, such as it were) that is not 
flat. She avoids the pitfalls warned against for those who would substitute mere illustration for 
object in their object-lessons as her text becomes the opposite of a calligram, that other image-
driven poetic form. In the calligram, the three-dimensional object is decidedly turned into a two-
dimensional picture. Nothing is added in dimension-wise to the poem this way; rather, the 
calligram reemphasizes the content, as an echoing or a shadow, to turn it to the form of the 
object. In Howe’s poems, on the other hand, the content is complicated and enriched by its visual 
form — in deference to the material complexity of the object itself, the poems work through 
several sensory registers — visual, auditory, lexical — at once.  
In the following pages of Howe’s book, it becomes clear that she has transitioned into a 
writing practice in which she is herself reworking the textile in order to create new poetic shapes 
with it. Rather than echoing the shape of the original textile, these poems imagine a future life 
for it, one in which the textile that has been manipulated into a variety of positions. At times, 
these poems include narrative interpretation as part of their text, in others we only get semantic 
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meaning formed via the interplay of text and image. Howe’s task here shifts from teaching us 
how to read the object to teaching us how to write one. The sections that precede this part 
prepare the reader for the object lesson, but once the image appears, it is time for Howe to act 
and embody the work the object sets out to do. The poems that appear in the book’s final section 
“The Fragment of the Wedding Dress of Sarah Pierpont Edwards” are depictions—not 
descriptions, they seek to offer an image rather than a recapitulation—of the objects she is 
talking about. Poetic form, through its many registers, shows the textile in movement in a way 
that a mere illustration cannot.  
Immediately following the manipulated square is a crumpled twist of a collage whose 
shape recalls a heavily stretched bow tie (more silk):  
 (114) 
Part of the task of reading this poem requires a sense of how the lines could have been 
manipulated into their current shape. It works via a logic of pinching and folding. At the center 
of its roughly-X shape are the words “(folded paper),” which immediately shift the register of the 
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collage’s form to that of folded — or crumpled — paper itself.17 Just below these words is 
“Jonathan Edwards” the only other phrase fully legible on the page. The name Jonathan 
Edwards appears precisely on top of “Sarah Pierrepon” and “h Pierrepont” so that the collage’s 
own folded-paper construction makes very clear the priorities of the found text: that Jonathan 
supersedes Sarah both visually and historically. Howe gives the two-dimensional text a third 
dimension in this manipulation of form, so that the collage not only speaks of folded paper, but 
becomes it. This self-conscious act is also a reworking and critique of the histories and texts 
Howe seeks to destabilize. In laying bare the old history in which Jonathan Edwards overpowers 
Sarah Pierpont Edwards, we see the origins of the importance of Howe’s intervention. The 
crumpled paper image is both a belated version of the original square, one that has been 
manipulated and worn out and it also recalls the shape of the material out of which the wedding 
dress was originally created: the skein of silk thread, which would be found in the same shape as 
this crumpled paper, the raw materials from which Howe weaves her own history, restitching the 
past. The wedding dress fragment stands out as an especially ephemeral midpoint between the 
raw materials that produced it and the textual legacy of Jonathan Edwards from which Sarah 
Pierpont’s life has been largely elided. Even as Howe contorts the words on the page she collages 
here, we find but vestigial material traces of Sarah Pierpont herself. 
Howe again interrogates the form of the textile with another collage four pages later. 
Here we find a rectangle of text in which four lines are printed right side up and four lines in the 
same shape are printed upside down, partially overlapping with the right-side-up text. Read top 
to bottom the text is: “A bill to Rev. Sir / from Boston, January 26, 1727 / for silver buckles, 
                                               
17 Paper that, let us not forget, was made in Edwards’ time largely from discarded fabric. 
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white gloves, and a lute string / Indians at Stockbridge” (118). If one flips the page upside down, 
the text offers, with the spacing of some of the lines nearly blurring out the right-side-up text: 
“On the verso side are / notes for part of a sermon / written and delivered / many years later to 
the.” The unfinished final line suggests both a fragment excised from a larger whole, and also a 
Möbius strip in which perhaps the sermon from the verso was delivered many years later to the 
Indians at Stockbridge on the recto. The date mentioned in the text is just two and a half weeks 
before Jonathan Edwards was ordained, and six months before his marriage to Sarah. Are we 
meant to see these silver buckles and white gloves as his side of the wedding garments? Howe’s 
verso techniques let us see not only the backside of the page, or of the textile, but the counterpart 
to the wedding dress in the clothes of the groom, who, while more famous than his bride, is 
decisively relegated to sartorial second fiddle. It is thanks to Howe’s priming of the wedding 
dress throughout the book that we can see Yale’s Jonathan Edwardsiana as existing alongside a 
rich alternative history operating in conjunction with the garments of his wife.  
Howe continues pushing the bounds of the materiality of the textile with facing page 
collages whose text is arranged in opposite diagonal orientations. The two constituent segments 
are peeling apart, but in doing so they clearly articulate the logic of warp and weft, the latticing 
pattern by which textiles are woven.18 In the warp on the first page are the words “space of time 
into paper” while the weft has “space that / best pages ruled in / inen rags salva.” In the warp, 
Howe underscores the power of language to convert the experienced into a record on the page, 
but the weft updates this approach to the text with a decidedly textile bent. The “space that / best 
                                               
18 And too in the laid lines visible in paper made by pressing the rags or pulp onto a woven 
screen. The textile, then, points us to the creation of the historical page in which the textile aspect 
might otherwise be dormant. 
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pages ruled in,” we are told, is one in which “[l]inen rags salva[ge].” Returning the page to its 
historical roots in paper made of rags, Howe marries the visual and lexical in the form of the 
textile. Moreover, the textile, as it disintegrates into rags, is also what provides the space — in 
being converted to paper — on which the words can be eternally ensconced.19 The book’s final 
page is one last look at the textile. A long vertical piece of text, almost impossibly narrow at top 
and bottom and only barely wide enough to be legible in the middle, it recalls the shape of a 
spool of silk (or perhaps the needle that stitches it together), re-entrenching the bonds of the text 
to the textile, letting the lexical peek through the vast expanse of the whiteness of the page at one 
last bit of nearly-illegible history. Howe’s last page, which she has taught us to read by priming 
the pages that came before it, decisively forces her readers to reckon with the silenced voices of 
history by making them available, where the visual is an emergent property of the verbal. Her 
words are themselves objects with historical traction.   
 
“A Pattern over Whiteness”: Harryette Mullen and the Poetics of Lace 
It is with the thought of the historical traction of silenced voices in mind that I turn now to the 
poetry of Harryette Mullen. If my analysis of Susan Howe allowed us to rethink hidden elements 
in existing narratives of early colonial life, excavating Sarah Pierpont Edwards from her 
husband’s archive, Harryette Mullen takes on the more difficult task of exploring the history of 
black women whose records were deliberately suppressed, where simple attempts at recovery 
could slide into an idealized romance. Howe takes fragmentary material and textual references as 
                                               
19 There is a tension, of course, between the linen or cotton paper that would have been of ready 
availability to the Edwards and the wood-pulp paper of the New Directions paperback book 
Howe has written — the economics of trade publishing foreclose the possibility of a neat 
material echo in the construction of Howe’s own text. 
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occasion for her poetry where Mullen grapples with the absence of such references and the 
difficulties that inhere in reconstructing them. 
Early in Harryette Mullen’s 1991 book Trimmings, a poetic catalogue of women’s textile 
accessories, there appears a sentence length poem on the subject of garters: “Garters garnish 
daughters partner what mothers they gather they tether.”20 The grammar here is both compact 
and ambiguous, the sentence not immediately syntactically clear. Most of the words appear to be 
suspended between noun and verb, subject and object: “garters” seems to be the subject of 
“garnish,” but the “daughters” that are this clause’s object immediately become the subject of a 
subsequent clause. There is a hermeneutic pressure in all of this — the feeling that we could find 
a key to help parse the poem. Such a key might take the form of punctuation: adding an 
apostrophe to “daughter’s partner” turns “partner” from a verb into the object of the daughter’s 
possession. Were we to read “the garters’ garnish” we might suddenly see the lace 
embellishments that so often accompany such an accessory. Reading “garters garnish daughter’s 
partner” might invite the chivalric image of a young woman’s be-gartered beau who charms 
away any maternal critiques. Commas, too, might delimit the sentence’s potential clauses. 
Perhaps what we have is a list: garters garnish, daughters partner, what mothers they gather, they 
tether. This reading of the poem tells the story of a marriage: a bride dons a garter to garnish her 
wedding finery, she is someone’s daughter, who finds a partner, and gathers a mother (-in-law), 
the new relations now joined in legal tether. Each of these additions of missing punctuation 
suggests a less elliptical version would appear if only we had slightly more information. 
However, the paucity of specificity the poem offers us is at the same time a strength: without a 
                                               
20 Harryette Mullen, Trimmings (1991), in Recyclopedia (Saint Paul: Graywolf, 2006), 13.  
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firm grammatical vector for interpretation, a multitude of interpretive possibilities exist 
simultaneously. Nevertheless, each possibility must come to terms with something missing.  
Like so many of the poems in Trimmings, “Garters garnish” stages the reader’s encounter 
with semantic undecidability. Such an apophatic poetics, in which each word seems to imply an 
absence, finds its structuring principle in Mullen’s work in the recurrent figure of lace. Where 
Pierpont Edwards’ dress’s silk, like other textiles, is woven tightly, specifically to exclude gaps 
and to create a smooth covering, lace eschews the tight warp and weft that constitute other 
textiles in favor of creating patterns through openness and gaps. This structural perforability 
becomes, for Mullen, a way of writing — a poetics. Mullen makes her language embody the 
characteristics of lace that underlie her work through a carefully mediated and constructed play 
with syntax in Trimmings’ prose poems. In “Garters garnish” and throughout Trimmings, lace’s 
syntactic work — its interplay between positive and negative space figuring the vagaries of 
presence and absence we find in these poems — emerges through the poem’s immanent content: 
lace is already suggested thematically in a few places in this short poem. It may first be the 
“garnish,” the ornamental trimming on a garter, offering an additional aesthetic layer, a beautiful 
embellishment without much utilitarian cause. Lace hides, too, in the action of “tethering.” Lace 
is a noun that, like nearly every word in “Garters garnish,” can also work as a verb, tethering one 
thing to another. In order to be affixed as a trimming to another piece of fabric, a section of lace 
must be “gathered” — wherein a thin strip of fabric provides a flat surface at which the lace may 
tether itself to the larger garment. The garter itself is something in which both noun and verb 
senses of lace can exist: the garter may be trimmed with lace (garnished with it, as is suggested 
here), or it too may be doing the work of enlacing the body, guiding its shape and movement. 
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“Surgical cutting and sewing”: Trimming Gertrude Stein 
Lace is a textile that can be made out of other, already extant fabrics. It can be created not only 
by braiding and looping threads together, but also by knotting, cutting, or burning patterns in 
fabric — by taking an existing textile and reworking it into a piece of “cutwork” lace.21 In 
cutwork lace the pattern of positive and negative space is itself made negatively, through the 
destruction and erasure of already-existing fabric. As with other types of lace, this negative space 
restates the positive space of the thread or fabric so that the surrounding context is visible, rather 
than covered over.22 Context is a key concept for Mullen, who figures it spatially how she 
negotiates literary material into new arenas, and is a particularly salient way of understanding her 
work within the tradition of the American avant-garde.23  
Harryette Mullen is a prominent author within the contemporary avant-garde, but she is 
often seen (and, moreover, often describes herself24) as being only adjacent to Language writing 
                                               
21 Mrs. Bury Palliser describes this process at length in the “Cut-work” of her seminal History of 
Lace. She sees this type of lace as the original form from which the now-more-common types 
emerged. See Mrs. Bury Palliser, History of Lace: entirely revised, re-written, and enlarged 
under the editorship of M. Jourdain and Alice Dryden (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1911), 14. 
 
22 The effect of erasure can be thought of more concretely in the art world with Rauschenberg’s 
famous erasures of DeKooning. In taking something out of the existing DeKooning work, 
Rauschenberg creates a new piece of art. 
 
23 Critics such as Juliana Spahr cite Trimmings as marking the start of Mullen’s shift away from 
previous modes of lyrical reflection of self and toward a wider community focus of poetry and 
connection through formal innovation. See Spahr, Everybody’s Autonomy: Connective Reading 
and Collective Identity (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2001), 93–4. 
 
24 “I took [the Language Writers] model and applied it to the background, the traditions, that 
were particular to my own identity to see, well, how can any of this apply to me and the work 
that I'm doing.” Harryette Mullen, interview by Farah Griffin, Michael Magee, and Kristen 




— the strain of the American avant-garde whose theory-heavy approach to poetry catalyzed a 
series of contentious debates in the 1980s.25 As part of her sympathy with Language writing, she 
pays particular attention to language as an object to be studied and critiqued, rather than using 
language as if it were transparent, self-disclosing, or a tool for self-expression.26 Mullen diverges 
from this tradition, however, insofar as she attends to objects first — in this case, lace — and as 
she uses this object to shape and complicate the language itself. Moreover, Mullen uses lace to 
push back against the assumption, “however unexamined, that ‘avant-garde’ poetry is not ‘black’ 
and that ‘black’ poetry, however singular its ‘voice,’ is not ‘formally innovative.’”27 The syntax, 
diction, and juxtaposition in Trimmings use lace to critique a predominantly white tradition of 
female beauty and of the avant-garde. At the same time, they consciously re-lace the work of her 
chief historical interlocutor, Gertrude Stein. 
Mullen and Howe share an affinity for rewriting earlier texts. Howe’s textual 
embodiment of the wedding dress forges a visual echo of the original textile, while she writes 
herself in and through Jonathan Edwards’s American legacy. Her goal is to restore to the 
Edwards history a fuller version of events, one that takes into consideration the formidable Sarah 
                                               
25 Mullen deals with the nuances of this affinity at length in her collection of essays and 
interviews The Cracks Between What We Are and What We Are Supposed to Be (Alabama, 
2012). For more on Language writing see Douglas Messerli, ed., Language Poetries: An 
Anthology (New York: New Directions, 1987), and Ron Silliman, ed., In The American Tree 
(Orono, ME: National Poetry Foundation, 1986). 
 
26 It is in this vein that Lyn Hejinian describes how art “must make the familiar remarkable, 
noticeable again; it must render the familiar unfamiliar” on the level of the word. Lyn Hejinian, 
The Language of Inquiry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 302. 
 
27 Harryette Mullen, The Cracks Between What We Are and What We Are Supposed to Be, 11. 
Mullen is referring to her 1995 work Muse & Drudge here, but the sentiment applies to 
Trimmings as well.  
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Pierpont Edwards. Where Howe provides visual snapshots of the artifact, enshrining it as a relic 
even in states of disintegration, Mullen’s formal modeling takes lace from a static trimming to 
one in syntactic motion. Lace is not only the ornamentation of the edges of a garment, it also 
actively ties and trims that which it ornaments. Mullen describes a garment prepared for lace in 
one of the poems in Trimmings as “Fine fabric, finished at edges. Fit for tying or trimming” (51). 
Lace can function as an independent object as its structural integrity does not require it to be 
attached, like embroidery, to a backing. It can also attach to clothing as a form of decoration, a 
trimming for the cuffs or neck. The lace is an object that is complete on its own, but when 
appearing in the context of a “trimming,” it adds to the aesthetic value of the overall garment, 
providing a supplement to a textile that might have already seemed whole. I suggest the 
supplemental nature of the lace in order to engage with Derrida’s notion of the supplement as 
both transgressive and respectful, its economy as one that “exposes and protects us at the same 
time.”28 Lace used as trimming undermines the original object by revealing it as something that 
needs to be supplemented, showcasing that primary textile object’s initial incompletion even as it 
supports it. It is with this same logic that Mullen’s poems trim Stein’s. Mullen’s critique of Stein 
is also a critique of the latter’s mode of objectification, troubling Stein’s biases.29 Where Stein is 
                                               
28 Jacques Derrida Of Grammatology trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1967 [1997]), 156. 
 
29 Astrid Lorange, highlighting a dynamism that is a key feature to my conception of 
objectification, describes the interplay between subject and object in Stein’s work thus: “It can be 
variously figured that the subject of a portrait is the object of representation, or that the subjects 
of portraits are objects as perceived (and hence objectified) by the portrait maker. In the sense 
that the subject of any aesthetic work is necessarily objectified in order that it may even be 
considered a subject, the subject-object dynamic is always complicated.” Lorange, How Reading 
is Written: A Brief Index to Gertrude Stein, (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2014), 
97.   
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unwilling or unable to delve into the racial undertones of her subject matter, Mullen’s 
objectification of lace allows her to grapple with historical accounts of pain and suffering and the 
commodification and aestheticization of the bodies — especially black bodies — behind and 
underneath the lace. In this way, lace becomes a principle of poetics, offering space for what has 
not previously been considered.  
In the prefatory material to Trimmings, Mullen notes that the project corresponds 
specifically to the “Objects” section of Tender Buttons, and that it uses “playful, punning, 
fragmented language to explore sexuality, femininity, and domesticity” (ix). This influence is 
evident in the way the book continues Stein’s task of detailing the minutiae of feminine objects 
and their larger cultural importance. Bob Perelman characterizes Stein’s poem “A SUBSTANCE 
IN A CUSHION” as one that “while not ‘about’ buying fabric, sewing, sexual play, and the 
processes of referentiality, simultaneously activates all these frames in various tangential 
ways.”30 Perelman’s attention to these simultaneous frames is a portable strategy for reading the 
reliance on absence and negative space in Trimmings. Mullen, like Stein, seeks to tangentially 
activate her reader’s recognition of a suite of references, concepts, and ideas through the 
obliquity of her language. Stein herself is cognizant of her commitment to saying through not 
saying — discussing Tender Buttons in her Lectures in America, she cites it as a work in which 
“a thing could be named without using its name.”31 The refusal to name plays out in practice in 
her lacelike reliance on negative space. Stein’s reader must understand a thing obliquely through 
context — rather than relying on a predetermined appellation — in order to arrive at a name for 
                                               
30 Bob Perelman, The Trouble with Genius: Reading Pound, Joyce, Stein, and Zukofsky 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 136. 
 
31 Gertrude Stein, Lectures in America (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985), 236. 
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it. Mullen’s focus on punning and language games conjures up Stein even when she is not 
explicitly named, just as it underscores the textile even when it is n-times removed.  
Stein and Mullen are linked not only in their considerations of domestic subject matter, 
but more importantly in their lacelike form — the syntactic ambiguity created through the 
interplay of positive and negative space in which both poets revel. As with Mullen, we can read 
lace as governing Stein’s poetic form. Mullen and Stein both experiment with what it would 
mean to employ a syntax that acts like lace, one that mimics its formal characteristics — most 
notably its interplay with negative space. Lace acts both as a verb and as a syntactic gesture to 
connect and disrupt female experience, and in Mullen’s case to disrupt Stein’s own tradition of 
white female experience. To read Stein in light of Mullen here requires seeing the practices of 
lace and lacing as a guiding principle in the formal structure of her poems. In addition to her 
general work with the domestic, Stein is interested in lace as a particular subject. Her standalone 
poem “Emp Lace” uses lace as a means to examine language closely. The shifting ground of the 
syntactic indeterminacies in the poem corresponds to the way lace functions as an object in the 
world. Stein is compelled by the autonomous work lace can do, focusing on it not as an aspect of 
something else, but as a force in its own right; as she describes it in “Emp Lace,” lace is a “real 
trimming, not a shade, not a horizontal piece of coat, not nearly finish.”32 Rather than being a 
piece of a garment, lace is a “real trimming,” one that, though small, is special. In order to give 
this textile its due, she goes to great lengths exploring its different facets. Stein looks further at 
form in the patterns of lace: “It was funny it was particularly reacted by a necessary white knit 
way boat, way boat when call the looks for it. What in lace, what in lace to, bowl of nor or so let 
                                               
32 Stein, “Emp Lace,” from Bee Time Vine in The Yale Gertrude Stein, edited by Richard 
Kostelanetz, 229–39 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1980), 232. 
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or.”33 The “or” makes a connection through disjuncture; it is the driving force of the line, 
allowing the “white knit” to have an indeterminate, potentially infinite iterative potential. 
Later in the poem, through her trademark non-repetition — in which a word’s repetition 
becomes, in its subsequent appearances, a new word, one that must be dealt with all over again 
— Stein forces the reader to rethink context and temporality. She challenges her reader to be 
active, to find insistence and subtle difference rather than to passively accept repetition. “Emp 
Lace” is replete with this insistence: “Red in eye lamb red in parlor notes red in eye lamb red in 
parlor notes precious precious precious precious.”34 The insistence of “precious” prepares the 
reader to note the subtleties in differentiating the first “red in eye lamb red in parlor notes”: the 
“red” evokes “read,” the “eye” “I,” and so on. Similarly, “notes red,” in which notes is a noun 
and red an adjective, conjures up the possibility of “notes” as a verb, red as a noun, as well as the 
phrase “notes read.” The part of speech, and thus the interpretive valence, depends on what note 
the eye reads. Stein deftly manipulates these possibilities, combining them with intricate 
precision in order to destabilize the sentence’s firm ground. Reading Stein in the context of 
Mullen — with the latter’s interest in “traces of black dialect and syntax” — draws attention to 
the gatekeeping practices associated with reading and the bars against literacy among the 
enslaved. Knowing Mullen will relace Stein draws attention to the fact that Stein can activate a 
playfully “misspelled” “I” and “read” in her poem and still be read as articulate and intentional, a 
courtesy often not afforded to black writers. It is these sorts of privileges we ought to keep in 
mind when thinking of Mullen’s attention to race in Stein in places even where it may seem to 
                                               
33 Stein, “Emp Lace,” 231. 
 
34 Stein, “Emp Lace,” 236. 
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be, as Mullen puts it, “covert, invisible, and subliminal.”35 
In foregrounding the complexity and possibility of the language in “Emp Lace,” Stein 
nods to the negative space in which the alternate, unchosen meanings lie in limbo, waiting to be 
activated. Stein’s practice of (non)repetition underscores the temporal context of the negative 
space of lace; the emphases on different words and phrases are in constant movement, shifting in 
and out of focus. As one usage is stressed, the unstressed option hides in the background, 
occupying the negative space that makes distinguishable the chosen phrase. Stein’s 
recontextualizing of time and space is also evident in the way her title puns on the French en 
place or “in place,” highlighting a stress on ordering and position. The “lace” nested within the 
word “place” furthers this emphasis on location. The transitional potential of the work is only 
made visible through understanding that its current placement is the result of a studied choice, a 
choice that can change. Just as fabric can be refigured into cutwork lace, so too can Stein make a 
pattern of stressing the temporality of the language she uses, the constant decision-making with 
which she forces her reader to engage. 
Though Stein shares her syntactic sense of lace, Mullen also seeks to actively rewrite 
Stein. In “Emp Lace” Stein stretches lace further from “white knit” to extricate it from the word 
necklace, exploring the interplay between the verb “to lace” and the decorative, constricting 
work done by a necklace when worn in the line: “Neck lace in laces, laces and keeps back, 
necklaces and keeps back.”36 Stein’s flexibility in excavating and extricating lace from other 
words and contexts provides grounds for Mullen’s critique. Compare this to Mullen’s “who 
                                               
35 Mullen, The Cracks Between What We Are and What We Are Supposed to Be, 21. 
  
36 Stein, “Emp Lace,” 231. 
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would wear a neck-lace of tears,” in which the hyphen mandated by the justified alignment of the 
text invites the reader to split the compound word into its constituent parts.37  
Mullen’s reader is invited to trouble the Steinian interplay between the decorative 
constricting work of the necklace or neck-lace. With necklace split into lace for the neck, we see 
tears building a lacework on the woman’s neck, their simultaneous silkiness and itchiness both 
attributes of traditional textile lace. A necklace is all well and good, but Mullen’s hyphen also 
activates the sense of the neck-lace, or fabric hung around the neck. When combined with the 
image of tears, the lace around the next looks uncomfortably close to the noose, that tool of 
extrajudicial murder. Returning to Stein’s line in light of Mullen’s, the center-most clause “laces 
and keeps back” turns from the aesthetic confinement of a bejeweled woman to the grim image 
of the lynched.38 The lynch mob, after all, saw as its goal not only vigilante law and order but a 
chilling effect to “keep back” a terrorized black population. Mullen complicates Stein’s 
objectification of lace: revealing troubling absences in Stein’s depictions — showing the 
complicated and the tragic in what for Stein appears self-disclosing.  
 
“Gauzy romantic tissues”: Presences and Absences in Bridal Lace 
Trimmings details a number of garments and accessories — from the aforementioned garters and 
necklaces to belts and petticoats, stockings and ribbons, and all manner of other finery. All of 
these accoutrements offer insights into the construction of femininity, especially white 
                                               
37 Mullen, Trimmings, 60. 
 
38 That lynching was often accompanied by castration, and thus a tool of feminizing black men 
only heightens the cruel comparison to the feminine jewels. See Robyn Wiegman, “The 




femininity, but lace provides necessary insight for Mullen’s poetics. In the page most deeply 
invested in lace and lacework, Mullen offers a list that highlights lace as a part of a bridal 
trousseau, as the work of minute labor, and as an ornamental interplay of positive and negative 
space: 
Chaste, apprehended, collared and cuffed. Kept under wraps, as bridal veils 
visually haze precious, easily torn, gauzy romantic tissues. Thin threads lace into 
delicate, expensive fabrics woven and unwoven at night by patient spinsters with 
needles and scissors. Laced in, as fate would have it. Knots and the tiniest holes. 
Surgical cutting and sewing. Peeking as usual. Skin under lace. A thread, a net 
effect, a web to sleep in. A white nightgown, girl, child, baby, laced and unlaced. 
A ruffle, a frill. A pale piece of something, almost made of air. (54) 
In this poem, lace is a “delicate” textile, “thin threads” that make up “easily torn, gauzy romantic 
tissues.” Images such as “A ruffle, a frill. A pale piece of something, almost made of air” depict 
the feminine ephemerality of lace, a trimming only to be worn by the dantiest ladies. Given the 
history of feminist investment in textiles, it is important not to fall into an analysis that too rosily 
and universally links the textile with the textual purely on the basis of gender. There is, of 
course, a long history of conflating women’s writing with traditional women’s work, but my 
study of the textile as object is more specific than the second wave feminist gesture that 
allegorizes writing as weaving — that compares, for instance, the poet to Penelope. Where this 
tidy version of aesthetic connection across materials may be enticing, I advocate for a connection 
that takes into account the specificity of the textile as a material form, not merely the fact that 
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these textiles are created by women.39  
Overdetermined feminine metaphors are also inappropriate for Mullen because they 
presuppose a flattened relationship to textiles as something in which all women can equally 
share. Trimmings complicates the relationship between women and clothes by articulating the 
stark differences between black and white women’s relationships to and experiences with 
textiles.40 White — the traditional color of lace — features prominently in Trimmings both as a 
descriptor of various textiles and as a reference to racialized value systems of femininity. The 
trousseau poem closes with “A pale piece of something, almost made of air,” highlighting a 
delicateness that is specifically light in color. Mullen envisions Trimmings as “a commentary 
from a black perspective on a lot of images, many of them white images of what a woman is.”41 
In this context — where “white images” could be images of a light color, or images determined 
by white decisionmakers, Mullen asks of the black woman, “what is her function … [a]s a 
decorative object?” Mullen uses her lacelike syntactic structure to answer this question — 
                                               
39 Although Maria Damon is interested in embroidery rather than lace, her discussion of the 
fruitful potential for comparing the textile and textual and the importance of avoiding “glib 
literary-critical feminist appropriations of textile metaphors: titles like ‘Broken Tapestry,’ ‘The 
Voice of the Shuttle is Ours,’ and other uses of weaving images [which] imply a wounded 
holism purported to represent women’s experience and expression,” offers a useful parallel of 
what this project seeks to avoid. Maria Damon, “‘Independent Embroidery’: Theorizing 
Improving Text/ile Collaborations,” Chain 4 (Fall 1997), 37. 
 
40 In her explanatory note “Off the Top,” which accompanies Trimmings, Mullen links the 
thematic tropes of femininity to an underlying logic of signposting racial difference: “The words 
pink and white kept appearing as I explored the ways that the English language conventionally 
represents femininity. As a black woman writing in this language, I suppose I already had an 
ironic relationship to this pink and white femininity.” Mullen, Trimmings, np. 
 
41 Harryette Mullen, interview by Farah Griffin, Michael Magee, and Kristen Gallagher “A 




drawing parallels between the decorative object itself and the black woman’s function as such.  
Mullen’s dual goal — to provide both commentary on femininity from a black 
perspective and to explore the aestheticized black body — is on display in this wedding 
trousseau poem. In addition to the gauzy feminine descriptions of the trousseau’s fabric, Mullen 
also pays attention to the labor that goes into its production. Lace is fine, slight, “slender,” as the 
Oxford English Dictionary describes it, and worked on a minute, precise scale.42 It requires 
exacting attention from the “patient spinsters with needles and scissors” who create it (54). 
Acknowledging, as Mullen does here, the work that goes into lacemaking reveals how examining 
a piece of lace gives a partial window into the time it was made. It provides an opportunity to 
reconstruct the labor that created it and the fashions that dictated its appearance. In quite a 
different context, Roland Barthes also discusses the labor involved in lacemaking when he 
invokes the figure of Valenciennes lace to describe the structure of Balzac’s “Sarrasine” in S/Z: 
[E]ach sequence undertaken hangs like the temporarily inactive bobbin waiting 
while its neighbor works, then, when its turn comes, the hand takes up the thread 
again, brings it back into the frame; and as the pattern is filled out, the progress of 
each thread is marked with a pin which holds it and is gradually moved forward: 
thus the terms of the sequence: they are positions held and then left behind in the 
course of a gradual invasion of meaning.43 
 For Barthes, the each of the threads that make up Balzac’s plot is a voice that requires the 
                                               
42 At length: “A slender open-work fabric of linen, cotton, silk, woolen, or metal threads, usually 
ornamented with inwrought or applied patterns.” “lace, n.,” OED Online. March 2019. Oxford 
University Press. http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/104786. 
 
43 Roland Barthes, S/Z (New York, Macmillan, 1974), 160. 
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presence of others in order to create the overall effect of the story: “these braided—or braiding—
voices form the writing: when it is alone, the voice does no labor, transforms nothing: it 
expresses; but as soon as the hand intervenes to gather and intertwine the inert threads, there is 
labor, there is transformation.”44 Part of Mullen’s task too, involves marshaling these different 
voices. For her, the particular identities of both the lacemakers and their customers are important 
to consider. Their perspectives thread together in the lacework of the text’s argument, 
transforming through their juxtapositions. 
With the advent of cotton plantations in early America, the threads that made up much of 
eighteenth and nineteenth-century lace would have been the product of slave labor.45 Even 
though black women were responsible for the cultivation of raw materials for lace — and often 
for the textile’s mending and repair — they were barred under slavery from wearing anything too 
finely made or decorative in any way.46 It is little surprise, then, that the interviews collected 
from ex-slaves attest to the quick embrace of once forbidden fabrics. In one such interview, 
                                               
44 Barthes, S/Z, 160. 
 
45 See Ronald Bailey, “The Other Side of Slavery: Black Labor, Cotton, and Textile 
Industrialization in Great Britain and the United States.” Agricultural History 68, no. 2 (1994): 
35-50. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3744401. Walter Johnson’s “The Pedestal and the Veil,” in its 
exploration of the connection between Marx’s bolt of linen and slavery, provides another textile 
complement. Journal of the Early Republic 24 no. 2. (Summer, 2004), 299–308. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/414509. 
 
46 Under slavery, these codes were enforced with strict laws about what slaves were allowed to 
wear. Eulanda A. Sanders offers a comprehensive account of the (always cheap and coarse) 
textiles slaves were allowed to wear, citing in particular the South Carolina Negro Act of 1735 in 
which authorities could seize goods if they were to “find any such Negro slave, or other slave, 
having or wearing any sort of garment or apparel whatsoever, finer, other or of greater value than 
Negro cloth, duffels, coarse kerseys, osnabrigs, blue linen, check linen, or coarse garlix, or 
calicoes, checked cottons or Scottish plaids.” See Sanders, “The Politics of Textiles Used in 




Addie Vinson recounts the wedding dress she wore a few years after the war: 
My weddin’ dress was jus’ de purtiest thing; it was made out of parade cloth, and 
it had a full skirt wid ruffles from de knees to de hem. De waist fitted tight and it 
was cut lowneck wid three ruffles ‘round de shoulder. Dem puff sleeves was full 
from de elbow to de hand, all dem ruffles was aidged wid lace and, ‘round my 
waist I wore a wide pink sash. De underskirt was trimmed wid lace, and dere was 
lace on de bottom of de drawers laigs. […] I had bought dat dress from my Young 
Mist’ess.47 
Here, Vinson describes a luxurious occasional garment, relishing in the amount of fabric and 
trimmings on display, and highlighting the lace with which it is edged. She gives no indication of 
who may have made it, but she does note the history of its possession: the dress came to be her 
own property after belonging to the woman who once claimed ownership of Vinson herself. 
Through examining textile not as always-already a metaphor, but as a material object, we can see 
how the poems grapple with the political and labor conditions of the people who created these 
textiles as well as the social privileges or hazards that surround their wearers.48 In thinking about 
the text as textile, we are compelled to imagine not only the poet as maker of the text, but also 
the unseen and unheard makers of the textiles the text enacts — through such poetic objects, I 
                                               
47 Federal Writers’ Project: Slave Narrative Project, Vol. 4, Georgia, Part 4, Telfair-Young with 
combined interviews of others. 1936. Manuscript/Mixed Material. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/mesn044/. Lace is mentioned across the series of these interviews as a 
key constitutive detail of fine clothing. 
 
48 Though not designed to be worn, the long tradition of quilts as both heirlooms and records of 
family history, is resonant here. See Elsa Barkley Brown, “African-American Women's 
Quilting,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 14, no. 4 (Summer, 1989): 921-929.  
https://doi.org/10.1086/494553. See too Alisa La Gamma and Christine Giuntini The Essential 
Art of African Textiles: Design without End (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2008). 
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argue, we can approach historical sources from a new angle.49 In Mullen’s poem about the 
wedding trousseau attention to these material conditions allows us to reconstruct a history of the 
textiles on display, where once-forbidden objects come to be cherished heirlooms.  
Discussing the scarcity of African accounts of enslavement and the emblematic 
“Venuses” who only appear glancingly in the archive, Saidiya Hartman cautions against 
retellings that recuperate horror into romance.50 She asks whether it is even possible “to tell a 
story about degraded matter and dishonored life that doesn’t delight and titillate, but instead 
ventures toward another mode of writing, one that does not try to fill the gaps in the archive.”51 
Mullen’s work anticipates an answer to this problem. She makes her syntactic lacework into an 
object lesson about historical loss. Her objectification of lace allows her to, as Hartman puts it, 
“exhume the lives buried under this prose” while also acknowledging that “the only certainty is 
that we will lose them again, that they will expire or elude our grasp or collapse under the 
pressure of inquiry.”52 Mullen’s poetics incorporates lace as a formal model explicitly in order to 
thematize this conundrum of loss and absence. Taken as a formal device, lace accounts not only 
for the textile, but also for what accompanies it: the body on which it lies, the labor from which it 
was born, the history that surrounds its moment, while refusing to offer a stable or definitive 
                                               
49 Textiles were the South’s largest industry and saw dramatic and robust integration during the 
period immediately following Jim Crow. Access to work in the mills provided an important new 
opportunity for upward mobility. See Timothy J. Minchin, Hiring the Black Worker: The Racial 
Integration of the Southern Textile Industry, 1960–1980 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1999).  
 
50 Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts” Small Axe 26, 12 no. 2 (June 2008): 1–14. 
 
51 Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” 7. Emphasis in the original. 
 
52 Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” 6. 
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view of its subject. It allows Mullen to think through both the histories she has inherited and 
those histories that were lost before they could reach her — the threads and the gaps, 
respectively.  
We see signs of this attention to context and negative space in the sensitivity of Mullen’s 
linguistic structures to openness and gaps. Much as lace highlights the negative space between 
stitches, Mullen’s poems feature language that is productively ambiguous. In this context, 
individual words within sentences shift their meanings based on the typographical spaces and 
words that surround them. The line “Froufrou negligee, rustling silk, or cattle” pivots at its 
middle, the “rustling” shifting from an adjective for the sound of the silk to a verb indicating the 
stealing of cattle (21). Mullen’s lacelike sentences help constitute the textual shape of the poem’s 
structures as, in fact, a textile shape. Because of its unique construction, lace figures an interplay 
between presence and absence, between the graspable and the lost. The holes and gaps in lace 
allow Mullen to muse on what might be missing and also what might be simultaneously present 
in the negative space.  
In all of Mullen’s treatments and invocations of lace, the ambiguity of what constitutes 
positive or negative space underscores the importance of looking not only at the words 
themselves but also at what might happen in the spaces that surround them. In lines such as 
“Holes breathe, and swallow” Mullen explicitly thematizes the syntactic potential of holes 
themselves (29). This characterization of the hole anthropomorphizes it, giving it a human bodily 
agency to “breathe and swallow.” The sentence, which is at the center of a paragraph-length 
poem recounting an act of dressing, itself acts as a “breather” from the rest of this enumerative 
poem. The comma in the middle of the line underscores the bodily presence of the hole, leading 
the reader to pause and take a breath before proceeding to the end of the sentence. The hole here 
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both acts as a body might and forces the reader’s own body to act. 
More than just breathing, Mullen says that the holes “swallow” — they threaten to 
cannibalize or consume what comes in their way. We see some of this swallowing in a later 
poem, which reads in its entirety: “Shades, cool dark lasses. Ghost of a smile” (58). In the first 
sentence, the space between “dark” and “lasses” seems to contain a missing “g” — we find a 
hole in a poem where we would expect to see “glasses.” With the “g” missing from the first 
sentence, the colloquialism that constitutes the second sentence feels potentially suspicious: one 
wonders whether the errant letter has turned the first word of that sentence from the solidly 
present “host” to the spectral “ghost,” causing both a change in sense and the complete 
disappearance of the “h” sound that might have once begun the word. In both cases, these 
syntactic holes provide productive spaces, forcing the reader to think through the absences to 
which they draw attention and to see how they “breathe and swallow.”  
This breathing and swallowing personifies the textile, drawing our attention to the human 
body wearing a piece of lace. In its position on the body, Mullen’s textile has power over that 
body.  Consider another of the bridal passages in Trimmings:  
The bride wore white. Posed in modest bodice a la mode. Cake with sugar 
rosebuds and white frosting. Everyone gets a piece. Off-color jokes, borrowed and 
blue. Her blush, tip of the iceberg, froze in layers of lace, in a photograph of her 
smile. (29) 
Like Howe, Mullen invokes the wedding dress. But where Howe considers the afterlife of the 
dress, approaching it from the angle of the disintegrated artifact, for Mullen the wedding dress is 
alive and being used. In Mullen’s lines we are swallowed up by the textile. The bride’s blush, red 
against the stark white, nonetheless “froze in layers of lace.” The accoutrements of the wedding 
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outfit overtake the bride herself, forcing the reader to rethink the textile in the space of women’s 
lives — as something powerful and controlling, rather than as comprising docile garments. The 
material object overtakes the subject wearing it — Mullen’s linguistic play liberates lace from a 
small detail in the bridal portrait to the force that governs how the woman is seen.53 As a 
decoration, the lace signals the aesthetic importance of the wedding clothes, indicating that they 
are “bridal.” But even as the decorative lace is at the imagistic forefront, the verb lace also 
invites us to consider the homophone “bridle” — the headgear used to control a horse, and the 
verb signifying anger that stems from it. The bridal scene, then, consists not only of aesthetic 
delights, but also notions of control and resentment. Where a wife might be bound in holy 
matrimony to her husband, such a binding — understood in light of the binding capacity of 
textile objects — also recalls images of the bondage of slavery. 
We can read Mullen’s complication of the historical traditions associated with bridal lace 
through the way she paints the bride’s body as an item for consumption. The “a la mode” that 
characterizes the “modest bodice” is a term that signifies both “in fashion” and “with ice cream 
on the side.” The lines that follow continue this doubled sense: “Cake with sugar rosebuds and 
white frosting. Everyone gets a piece. […] Her blush, tip of the iceberg, froze in layers of lace, in 
a photograph of her smile.” In this image, the lace-wearer is just as consumable as the cake. She 
is captured in the wedding pictures, her finery preserved for generations of viewers to take in. 
The lack of agency of the wearer, subsumed and consumed by her clothes, reminds the reader of 
                                               
53 Mullen’s use of language games to move from the small to the large scale is not limited to 
Trimmings. Samantha Pinto, writing about Mullen’s later book Muse & Drudge, draws attention 
to its “near-rhymes, repetition, persistent assonance, and sharp, one-syllable words” in order to 
make a point about the “connective and contentious discursive practices” the book highlights. 
See Samantha Pinto, Difficult Diasporas: The Transnational Feminist Aesthetic of the Black 
Atlantic (New York: New York University Press, 2013), 186. 
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the loss of agency the wedding ceremony has historically conveyed for women. The point at 
which the bride marries marks the moment where her name and various legal freedoms are 
transferred to her husband. The evocation of the wedding picture anchors this passage in a more 
recent time period, but it also signals a different type of loss: the historical absence of black 
women from the rights and privileges of marriage in America. The preservation of the rite of 
passage in this poem suggests both a moment of claiming rights and ceding them. As Howe used 
the wedding dress fragment as a chance to comment on stories of historical loss, the holes and 
gaps in Mullen’s bridal lace allow her to muse on what might be missing and also what might be 
present in the negative space. There is more uncertainty in Mullen’s account: although Sarah 
Pierpont Edwards’s archive is much more limited than her famous husband Jonathan’s, it is still 
preserved enough that Howe is able to latch onto her as a specific historical figure. Because of 
the absences that characterize her would-be historical archive Mullen cannot mine it with the 
same specificity, and as such her work stays more speculative. To return to the image above, 
even if the life of the woman photographed is elided or lost to history, the details of the lacework 
remain preserved — signaling through their very form the presence of this loss. 
 
Threads and Threats: Lacing and the Fabric of Violence 
Constituted as it is out of threads and negative space, lace is in part patterned by its surrounding 
context. In the case of a garment, lace is not situated atop a vacuum of empty space but a human 
body which is juxtaposed against the textile. Lace thus exerts a supplementary power not only 
over the garment it may embellish, but also over the body it covers. Mullen’s first trousseau 
poem in particular shows the body subordinate to the lace. It is a constraint for the body it 
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covers, playing on the formal constraint Mullen imposes of talking only of what women wear.54 
Syntactically, the body wearing the lace is passive, she is “apprehended, collared and cuffed” — 
all actions done to her (54). The lace covering not only prevents the body from being fully seen 
— kept “under wraps” — it also prevents it from doing what it would like, ensuring its wearer is 
“laced in” (54).  
The “lacing in” of the body by the textile indicates Mullen’s interest in deploying lace not 
only as a multifaceted material object, but also as a term with a variety of linguistic valences. 
Able to toggle between parts of speech, lace encodes both the fragility and delicacy of the noun 
form “lace” and the strength and power of the verb form “to lace.” As with the “neck-lace” with 
which Mullen trimmed Stein’s “Emp Lace,” the presence of lace in its verb form frequently 
brings the potential for not only control but violence. In another poem, Mullen describes 
someone “laced up, frilled to the bone. Semi-automatic ruffle on a semi-formal gown” (34). 
Here, the “laced up” joins the seemingly active voice of “to lace” in an adjective comprised of a 
passive, past participle verb. This grammatical construction shows how lace can work 
dynamically, in which the introduction of lacing as an activity imbues the lace with propulsion, 
movement, and action. Thinking about lace in the context of its verb form “to lace” repositions 
the object as an active force that can manipulate and affect the space surrounding it.  
Mullen underscores the potential to act and effect change with “semi-automatic ruffle.” 
                                               
54 Mullen goes into some detail on the constraints that govern the book in an interview with 
Barbara Henning. Articulating the process through which she wrote the poems, she says: 
“Writing the poem also involved a process of making lists. First, I made a list of words referring 
to anything worn by women. Each word on that list became the topic of a prose poem” she goes 
on to describe how she branched out to related words (through synonyms, homonyms, puns and 
the like), but everything had to relate back to the lists of clothing.” Interview by Barbara 




The substitution of “ruffle” where we expect to see “rifle” makes a gestural reference outside the 
realm of the textile to the violence of firearms. It invites a reading that sees the way the body can 
become a lacework when riddled with bullets.55 In an interview with a WPA volunteer, former 
slave Lee Guidon makes this exact parallel as he recounts the Klu Klux Klan’s murder of an 
unarmed leatherworker, describing how they “shot him up like lace work.” Turning into an 
object, the body’s holes in this case clearly vie for importance with the whole. We see, then, in 
Mullen’s puns not throwaway language games but articulations of the aesthetics of life and 
death. Nevertheless, this violence, as forceful disruption, is then also linked back to the small-
scale violence inherent in the cutting and assemblage of lace itself. The straightness of the syntax 
here — these sentences are perfectly grammatically correct — provides the opportunity for 
Mullen to pun through juxtapositions of words and ideas. The idea of the semi-automatic, 
though, suggests something only partially under control, an in-between, a temporal context 
stressing a moment in time, one in which the labor going into the product is neither here nor 
there. Taking lace as a formal directive allows us to access the sociopolitical realities 
underpinning the decorative object. It reminds us that no object is ever completely static, or 
divorced from the world in which it exists. 
As a verb, “lace” can also suggest the inclusion of a (potentially poisonous) substance 
that has been added to something innocuous. With this second sense of “lace” in mind, we can 
see how Mullen salts her sentences with hidden meanings that lurk behind the dominant valence. 
One poem begins with the lines “Of a girl, in white, between the lines, in the spaces where 
nothing is written. Her starched petticoats, giving him the slip” (18). There is a deliberate, 
                                               
55 Federal Writers’ Project: Slave Narrative Project, Vol. 2, Arkansas, Part 3, Gadson-Isom. 
1936. Manuscript/Mixed Material. https://www.loc.gov/item/mesn023/. 
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sinister ambiguity in what exactly the narrative may be: if the girl is in white, is she a bride (a 
latter-day Sarah Pierpont Edwards) whose whole story appears only through the account of a 
more famous man? Is she an unwilling participant, a Venus in Hartman’s mode who only exists 
in the archive in accounts of her mistreatment? Mullen’s language deliberately avoids a firm 
reading — to know the truth we must read “between the lines.” 
Colloquially, “giving him the slip” means to evade or escape someone, but we could also 
read it literally as the girl in white handing over an undergarment to the unnamed man. 
Colloquially, it is a positive account of an escape; literally, it becomes potentially the site of an 
act of sexual misconduct. Through her ambiguous language, where the account might be laced 
with violence not immediately visible, Mullen thematizes the difficulties in proving sexual 
assault in instances where consent can seem to be implied by the absence of active resistance. 
Two lines later in the poem, “Who would believe her, lying still between the sheets” is at once a 
depiction of a girl prone in a bed and also a judgment about her sticking to a falsehood — 
picturing the girl lying still makes one wonder if she is still lying. The sinister undertone of the 
passage seems clear (indeed, in the context of sexual coercion, it reads like the kind of thing an 
abuser might say to his victim), but Mullen’s language is deliberately ambiguous, preserving a 
sense of plausible deniability — that it might have nothing to do with coercion at all. The context 
of the passage looms large in its absence: as Hartman reminds us, too often the archive preserves 
accounts of sexual violence as stories of romance. The accounts the archive privileges are 
notable for “amplifying the slippage between victims and sweethearts, acts of love and brutal 
excess.”56 In Mullen’s text, the material slip is what (literally) grounds the slippage. Lace models 
                                               
56 Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” 5. 
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the interplay of presence and absence, and of reading absence as a type of presence in this 
passage; its structure forces the viewer or wearer to come to terms with what is not there, with 
what surrounds or is covered by the thread, in order to show how what is outside the fabric 
constitutes its pattern. 
 
“White margin, ample fleshings”: Mullen’s Lace on the Page 
At one point in Trimmings, Mullen describes lace as “a pattern over whiteness,” evoking the 
ivory skin of the ideal feminine body visible beneath the lace (59). We might read Mullen’s 
entire project with lace as being about creating a pattern over whiteness. In her trimming of 
Stein, her revaluation of the trappings of femininity in the context of black archival absence, and 
her exploration of the violence that might lurk in the shadows of ambiguity, Mullen’s work 
writes over white tradition in order to unsettle and obscure its hegemony. Her work recalls Zora 
Neale Hurston’s line “I feel most colored when I am thrown against a sharp white 
background.”57 In Hurston’s characterization, blackness is most legible when it is juxtaposed 
against whiteness. Understanding how Mullen positions her own black work against both Stein’s 
white avant-garde tradition and white articulations of femininity as it has been historically 
defined, helps elucidate Mullen’s use of the white space of the page. That is to say, as a formal 
device, we can “see” lace working on the page as a matter of paper and ink. The black ink of 
each poem in Trimmings occupies only a small portion at the top of the white page, as though 
trimming the larger garment of the page the way lace might trim a dress. In allowing her black 
ink to operate like white lace, Mullen reverses the expected depiction of the textile she treats, 
                                               
57 Zora Neale Hurston, “How It Feels to be Colored Me” (1928). 
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underscoring how she rewrites and overwrites historical traditions. Emphasizing the white space 
of the page allows Mullen to underscore the white background of aesthetic tradition, as well as 
the whiteness of the archive and poetic tradition she inherits.  
Descriptions of the body also figure frequently for Mullen as descriptions of the page. 
She mobilizes this practice when she refers in one poem to a “pattern over whiteness,” which we 
can read not only as a depiction of lace over a white body but also as the pattern of black words 
on white paper — by extension, her work patterning over a white tradition (59). If the body in 
lace is black, the white lace pattern on black skin then becomes the negative of the ink on the 
page — in this vein, Mullen’s project not only explores differing ideas of femininity, it more 
pointedly writes new accounts over the old. The white body in the historical foreground is in 
juxtaposition with the black body in the margins. In the allegory of the page, however, this 
dynamic is flipped: a small amount of black type becomes positive space while the vastness of 
the white paper recedes into the background. Revisiting the earlier example of the “girl, in white, 
between the lines, in the spaces where nothing is written” we can see also the white of the page 
between the lines of text — she exists only in the space between words. 58 
 Elsewhere, a litany of body parts and descriptions of embodiment are characterized in 
words about printing and typography: “Bones knit. Skins pink, flush tight. White margin, ample 
                                               
58 Glen Ligon’s untitled 1990 painting stencils Hurston’s words repeatedly down the page, with 
each iteration getting progressively more smudged. Discussing a Ligon painting of the same 
form (but done with lines from Ellison’s Invisible Man), Margo Crawford discusses the loss 
inherent in crisper delineations of black and white space, arguing that when “Ellison’s fictional 
words are rendered partially illegible, the value of the opaque emerges—and, as Edouard 
Glissant argues, there is a violence when people lose their right to be opaque.” While Mullen’s 
ink does not smudge, her deployment of lace as a governing principle nevertheless allows her to 
challenge the white space of the page as definitely separate from the language with which she 
covers it. See Crawford, Black Post Blackness: The Black Arts Movement and Twenty-First-
Century Aesthetics (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2017), 67.  
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fleshings. Out of character, full blush. Flushed out of hiding, pink in the flesh” (39). Even in this 
bodily description, we get the specter of the page. “Flush tight” gives a sense of a plenitude of 
text. Its “ample fleshings” suggest words justified all the way out to the “white margins.” We can 
read the “out of character” following it to not only signal the way such a colonization of white 
space with black text might feel unexpected, but also to the material difficulty of including so 
many words: running out of available characters. In addition to explicitly evoking the white 
space of the page, Mullen also marshals an interplay of positive and negative space in her 
language. There is an ambiguity of tenor and vehicle here between text and the body. 
In this context, lace gives yet another material valence to Mullen’s language — the 
margin. The interplay between the margin and the center for Mullen is explicitly racialized.59 By 
concerning herself with the trimmings on and around the body, Mullen points toward margins 
and toward bodies that have occupied marginal space. She links the fate of the lace to the fate of 
the body. Bringing attention to lace rather than to a larger textile or garment is itself an act, 
paradoxically, of centering the margin. Lace is, after all, a marginal object — one that exists at 
the edge of a textile, a trimming for cloth — Mullen’s task is to foreground that marginal space, 
to move it from the periphery of our attention to the center. Mullen evokes this in her lines: 
“Borders on edges where skin stops, or begins. Fancy trim” (29). Lace’s location is the 
transitional edge, the juncture, a place of possibility. In playing with this border, Mullen makes 
use of the contranymic potential of her book’s title: trimming can mean either cutting something 
short, or adding to it. Returning to the quotation with which my analysis of Mullen’s attention to 
Gertrude Stein began, the line “Fine fabric, finished at edges. Fit for tying or trimming,” evokes 
                                               
59 On the relationship between marginality and race, see bell hooks’s Feminist Theory: From 
Margin to Center (Cambridge, MA: South End Press, 1984).  
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a wealth of potential readings to this end (51). The trimming might be a lacework cut out of what 
already exists in the fabric or it might be a separate piece of lace appended — a tradition added 
to or one undermined. In a similar vein, the “fine” fabric could be very nice or it could be merely 
adequate. The finishing done to the fabric could either mean adding ornamentation to the edge, 
or hemming it in — preventing it from continuing any farther. Later, “Old sneakers jog their 
memories,” has the (shoe)laces absent, but their absence still does the same work of joining 
ideas, bringing together productive juxtaposition (57). Lace is not merely present but thoroughly 
active, forcing the sentence to shift from one meaning to another, bringing alternate meanings 
out from the depths of negative space.  
Mullen offers a similar exploration of temporal context with “Gaudy gawks at baubles 
fondle tawdry laces up in garish gear a form of being content” (53). Nearly every word here 
could be either a verb or a noun, and the sense of each depends on the words that surround it. 
The phrase “gawks at baubles” ends with “baubles” as an object, but it shifts to the position of 
subject when excised as “baubles fondle tawdry laces.” In this second phrase, “laces” shifts from 
object to predicate in the same vein. The latter shift provides the center for the line, and it is this 
mutability between noun and verb that makes possible the complicated sentiment at the end of 
the line. Mullen’s “a form of being content” is itself a reference to lace, whose form of patterning 
positive and negative space makes up its content. Viewed holistically, her entire book of poetry 
is a syntactic lacing, combining a variety of poetic material from numerous sources into a 
detailed pattern where the content of the readings is contingent on the context chosen. Stressing 
the second syllable of “content” — and in doing so emphasizing with finality the very end of the 
line — suggests by contrast a satisfaction with something that is good enough. Whatever option 
is chosen, Mullen shows how lace — whose construction means it is nearly entirely made of 
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borders and edges — is a place at which registers can change, where ideas can slip from one 
meaning to the next.   
 
The Textile Colorized: Susan Howe’s That This 
Following Mullen’s mobilization of lace in her syntax and language games, I would like to return 
briefly to Susan Howe’s treatment of the wedding dress fragment in That This, where it is 
enlivened in full color. It is my contention that Howe’s wedding dress fragment requires her 
reader to find a cohesion and contiguity across works in her oeuvre. In order to fully understand 
the objectification Howe undertakes, it is crucial to look not at a single poem or book, but at its 
manifestations across her larger literary production. Howe’s fascination with the wedding dress 
fragment and her commitment to honoring its square shape returns in That This, whose cover is 
emblazoned with the fragment, signaling that we are not yet finished with it. But in this book, the 
textile is immediately more legible, not only in its appearance on the cover, but in the way that it 
is explicitly discussed in the text. Now that we can recognize the square shapes of the poems, 
their repetition — following Mullen interlocutor Gertrude Stein — becomes an insistence.60 
Although Howe makes the visual role of the textile more immediately explicit in That 
This, she refuses to lay out her game straightforwardly. As she copes with the aftermath of the 
death of her husband, Howe finds herself returning to the wedding dress fragment: 
Outside the field of empirically possible knowledge is there a property of blueness 
in itself that continues to exist when everything else is sold away? I keep going 
                                               
60 Stein explains this non-repetition in her Lectures in America: “once started expressing this 
thing, expressing any thing there can be no repetition because the essence of that expression is 
insistence” (Boston: Beacon, 1985), 167. 
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back in my mind to the tiny square remnant of Sarah Pierrepont’s61 wedding 
dress. This love relic has lasted over two hundred years in the form of a Prussian 
blue scrap. It says nothing at all to an outsider who can look at it without being 
seen. Could it be an illusory correlation that causes my brain to repetitively 
connect this single swatch with the oblong royal blue plastic throwaway sheath — 
protecting the early edition of The New York Times as it lay on our driveway on 
the morning of January 3rd, and again with the bright cyan book jacket on the 
complimentary copy of Richard Rorty: The Making of an American Philosopher 
that arrived for Peter in the mail a month later?62 
The repetition Howe experiences in seeing the blue of the wedding dress elsewhere makes its 
way into the form of the text in the book’s eponymous final section, where the preceding pages 
of collaged-text poems give way to a return of the square shaped text we were conditioned to 
associate with the dress fragment in Souls of the Labadie Tract. In this text, the repeated shape 
works on a larger, more conceptual scale than merely repeating words or phrases: the form of the 
text itself is what is repeated. The more blue Howe sees (and its appearance specifically in the 
world of books and printed media is not to be overlooked), the more she thinks back to the 
wedding dress fragment. Where once she only offered a rough approximation of the fragment, 
here, in her grief, it is rendered in full color: its brilliance cannot be ignored. This brilliance is 
                                               
61 The “Wedding Dress” section in Souls of the Labadie Tract spells it “Pierpont,” as does the 
Beinecke, but here Howe has “Pierrepont.” Whether it’s a typo or an intentional slip, (it shows 
up in some of the collages at the end of Souls as well) I cannot say. In favor of its intentionality, 
though, we might see it as a reinvigoration of the multivalence of a name. History has decided to 
spell the name “Pierpont” (cf: J. P. Morgan), but Howe returns us to a time when spelling was 
perhaps not so clearly decided and alternative options not completely closed off. 
 
62 Susan Howe That This (New York: New Directions, 2010), 32. 
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somewhat curious, though: the actual artifact at the Beinecke is a much paler, more faded blue. 
In the coloration on the cover of That This, Howe has restored the faded blue to the shade (much 
more ultramarine) it may well have been in life. In revisiting the textile here, Howe seems 
willing to aesthetically idealize it — to present it in her poetry as better and more beautiful than 
it exists in reality. 
Despite what seems like an aesthetic idealization, Howe does not return to the wedding 
dress fragment in That This in order to read it as an oracle capable of providing clear answers. 
Through repeating the shape of the fabric scrap in her poems inside the book’s final section, 
Howe is able to explore the various possibilities of this shape and the necessary absences of the 
missing whole, in order to insist on the importance of the fragmentary artifact in reflecting on 
history and loss. Howe again makes her poetry do work: bearing witness to and enacting a 
partial, frayed, and incomplete history for which this fabric offers an object lesson. Even before 
the “That This” section, there is one square of poetry that begins the section “Frolic 
Architecture.” More of the collage poems follow, like those we saw in Souls of the Labadie 
Tract, but they are preceded by a now-familiar square-shaped poem. It reads: 
  
That this book is a history of 
a shadow that is a shadow of 
 
me mystically one in another 
Another another to subserve (39) 
 
 
Already we find repetition on the level of the word: an echo of the book’s title appears in the first 
line, and the two “shadow”s and three “another”s threaten a mise-en-abîme. The repetition in the 
section escalates quickly: the book is “a history of a shadow” and that shadow is itself a shadow. 
Moreover, the shadows are not shadows of a concrete self, but “me mystically one in another,” 
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which again threatens the mirror of the mise-en-abîme especially when read against the echo of 
the “another another.” This tongue-twisting escalation is playful, but it also illustrates how the 
insistence of repetition can bring us further from rather than closer to what is repeated. After all, 
a shadow of a shadow is not doubly strong, but rather softer and fainter than the original shadow. 
There is insistence, per Stein, in Howe’s repetitions, but it is an insistence not of intensification, 
but of contingency, of fragility, a reminder of the incomplete. Howe’s repetition is insistence only 
insofar as it is the insistence of decay, of a lessening of physical presence. In repeating the form 
of the square of fabric in her lines of poetry, Howe foregrounds the artifact itself, but also its 
inability to tell any kind of whole story.63 Even as she has punched up its aesthetic appeal, Howe 
finds in That This less recoverability of artifactual knowledge and meaning than she did in Souls 
— the earlier book, after all, is but a shadow-text behind this one. 
After this one-off poem, when Howe returns again to her neat squares in the book’s 
eponymous penultimate section following a series of collages made up of scraps of Jonathan 
Edwards’s sister Hannah Edwards Wetmore’s diary entries (reminiscent of the frayed borders of 
the wedding dress fragment), she snips away the ragged edges in favor of tiny quatrains centered 
on each page with an extra space between the first two and last two lines. 64 Where the ragged 
collages from before emphasize the chaos and violence and wildness of the personal narrative the 
return to the somber square is a return to reality, to the artifacts that remain to remind us of what 
used to be. We no longer have the wildness and possibility of the free and open collage; we are 
                                               
63 The shape of the poems gets stuck in the reader’s eye the way a sound might get stuck in one’s 
head. The repetition imprints itself as an actor in the text. 
 
64 The penultimate page in this section is a six-line square with no middle stanza break, but it 
seems to be the exception that proves the rule, its presence again reminding us of the messiness 
and wildness of history that cannot be contained even in the seemingly neatest arrangements. 
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hemmed in, left only with what survives.65 Mullen’s attention to lace as a textile that occupies the 
edges of garments invited a back and forth between the text and the margins, a full-throated play 
of positive and negative space. In Howe’s text, the negative space seems to be winning. The 
cleaned-up quatrains both look at what is possible within the confines of the square, and also 
underscore the white space of the page that threatens to engulf the words. Just as the shape of the 
square is repeated throughout the section, so too is the white space that surrounds it. As we 
repeat the shadows and the shadows of the shadows, we’re faced with the contingency of 
artifactual remainders, the minuscule nature of the fragment. As the imprint of the black type 
takes up the same amount of space in each page, the whiteness of the surrounding paper 
intensifies, so that with each repetition of the predetermined poetic shape, the wild whiteness of 
the absence of language, offering a material lesson of the lost facts — and people, of history — 
is allowed to repeat as well.  
The first quatrain in this section foreshadows the engulfing white space of the page 
against the black type:  
Day is a type when visible  
objects change then put  
 
on form but the anti-type  
That thing not shadowed 
 
 
Mullen racializes the text and the page as an interplay between black and white aesthetic value, 
but Howe allegorizes it as a stand-in for the work of language in the face (or service?) of 
obfuscation. “Day is a type” only insofar as the sun has demarcated it from the night, that is, 
                                               
65 This return to reality is also important in light of how the fragment itself is reduced to its real-
life size, after having been blown up to nearly fifty percent larger in the Xerox in Souls. 
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“when visible.” If read as enjambed, the end of this first line combines with the second to show 
how it is on the white page that “visible objects change then put on form” as they are printed but 
come up against “the anti-type / That thing not shadowed” as the blank white expanse grows 
stronger with each passing page (99). In the second half of the third quatrain in this sequence, 
Howe again emphasizes that repetition only multiplies obfuscation as she writes “copy as to one 
aberrant / onward-gliding mystery” (101). Though we can read an imperative into the replication 
of what deviates that she outlines here, this repetition, in the form of the copying of the aberrant, 
is in the service of the “onward-gliding mystery” we find in looking at the past.  
It would be wrong, however, to see Howe’s book as dissolving into a nihilistic 
indeterminacy about the relation of the real, concrete world to its objectification in poetry. After 
all, the final page of the text, after a penultimate blank leaf, is yet another rough quadrilateral, 
slightly too wide to be square, but still recalling the rough-edged wedding dress scrap. The words 
are shaped into a space that has come to be imbued with extra meaning. The wedding dress shape 
became an emblem of loss, but Howe does not offer a tidy reparative lesson to be gained from 
our exposure to it. Rather, after we repeat and repeat and repeat it, we arrive back at the collage, 
at the potential for language to embody the past and add visual meaning to its lexical meaning, 
an ever-compounding process of complication, obfuscation, and erasure. Unlike Howe’s earlier 
collages, this final one is bisected by a horizontal arc, and two vertical line segments, one above 
and one below the arc. In the appearance of these dividing lines, the shape of the dress becomes 
the shape of a window, where we can see through to some type of space beyond (though still 
colored by) what is in front of us.66 At the edges of what the textile can offer, the intersection of 
                                               
66 The comparison to Howe’s early work, The Secret History of the Dividing Line, which we will 
see in the next chapter cannot be overlooked 
 
 78 
lexical and visual is the only way to begin to explore and come to terms with the afterlives of the 
past. As this final poem shows, however Howe’s objectification of the wedding dress fragment 
offers us not only a way to grapple with the past, but a reading method to take into the future. 
After the priming efforts Howe undertakes in Souls, the fragment’s reappearance in That This 
renders the method portable — readers of Howe are invited to think about what other ways we 
might read poetry through the objects that govern its form. 
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CHAPTER 2: Maps in Susan Howe’s Secret History of the Dividing Line and Charles Olson’s 
The Maximus Poems 
 
The map offers at its most basic a flattening of spatial relation. It accomplishes this task by 
working indexically, with each constituent part pointing toward a real place in the world.1 The 
map’s chief role is to convert the three-dimensional world into the two-dimensional page, and in 
so doing it presents a conceptual relationship between the thing in the world and the thing on the 
page, one that necessarily loses something in the transfer. For all this reduction, however, maps 
are also creative, creating not land but landscape, a particular perspective and orientation on the 
world they depict. The term “landscape” bears particular weight here — Carl O. Sauer, in his 
1925 essay “The Morphology of Landscape” defines it as “a land shape, in which the process of 
shaping is by no means thought of as simply physical. It may be defined, therefore, as an area 
made up of a distinct association of forms, both physical and cultural.”2 At once a simplifier of 
the real world — a tool to make it navigable — and an interpretation of it, the map troubles our 
relationship to the physical space it depicts. It offers a key to seeing just how complex the thing 
                                               
1 I use indexicality in the American philosopher Charles Saunders Peirce’s sense. Per Peirce, 
icons, symbols, and indexes all point toward something in the world. The difference is that the 
index does this “by being really affected by that Object”; by contrast, the icon denotes its object 
“merely by virtue of characters of its own” (like a painting), and the symbol “refers to the Object 
that it denotes by virtue of a law.” The poets I study here complicate these distinctions by using 
words (usually associated with the symbolic) in visual constructions (similar to the icon), but 
their connection to the indexicality of the map is of high importance. All signs have aspects of 
each of these three pieces — we would do well to keep Peirce’s classification in mind when 
considering the map, as it appears in poetry, as a particularly complicated sign. See Charles 
Saunders Peirce, Collected Papers, ed. Charles Hartsborne and Paul Weiss (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1965), 2.249. 
 
2 Sauer, “The Morphology of Landscape” (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1925), 300. 




to which it draws our attention actually is. The map creates order to show a scale of terrain not 
visible or decipherable to the naked eye. Thus, the poets who objectify maps in order to mine 
them for the form of their poems do so in order to question and complicate the mode of 
translation from three to two dimensions, even as they move from one two-dimensional 
representation to another. As we saw with “lace” in the previous chapter, “map” is a word with 
linguistic flexibility — it can signify a verb as well as a noun. As both an action and an artifact, 
“map” encodes a form of dynamism. In this poetic context, we are asked to see mapping as a 
form of thinking, as well as to ruminate on the active processes through which maps are made 
and used. In Howe’s Secret History of the Dividing Line and Olson’s The Maximus Poems, we 
can see a renewed interest in both the politics and the aesthetics of space and place, two areas in 
which the map is inherently concerned. 
As an aestheticized guide to an environment, a map nevertheless relies on a series of 
underlying technologies for representing space and topography. For Howe and Olson, inclusions 
of and references to maps invite questions about what maps do, how they work, how they are 
used, and what their limits are. In their poems we find both illustrated images of maps and 
schematic drawings, as well as pages of text shaped to look like maps. In all of these cases, the 
poems connect aesthetically to utilitarian maps. Olson and Howe use this aesthetic foundation to 
build increasingly abstract poetic mappings. These abstractions require a studied attention to the 
underlying systems of the map. There are, for example, poems whose words are arranged in the 
shapes of constituent parts of the map as in the case of Olson’s poem in the shape of an “X” that 
“marks the spot” and in Howe’s poems that figure the horizon as a mappable point between two 
lines of poetry. Visual shape is not the only means by which a map’s constituent parts come to 
appear in a poem — there are also poems that operate in terms of the underlying rationale of the 
 81 
map, that behave or work like maps. Systems of coordinates, grids, and projections provide the 
underpinning of the map as a legible object. In playing with ways these technologies can come to 
be represented in text, Olson and Howe argue for the map as a complex object that requires 
careful attention. This process of objectification complicates our understandings of maps as 
transparent and immediately legible tools. Howe and Olson unspool this legibility in order to 
better capture the way maps themselves advance various political agendas.  
Howe and Olson interrogate the way the map shapes and is shaped by the environment in 
which it exists. In cartography, the addition of a flag or coat of arms or other bits of (usually 
heraldic) decoration provide information about the orientation of the cartographer and the role of 
the map as means of solidifying the place depicted as operating under a particularly identified 
political agency. Stylizing a British cartouche in a map of the colonies, for example, helped to 
claim the land as part and parcel of England’s empire.3 Folded into an understanding of the map 
in poetry, then, is the sense that particular aspects of the map operate not just as indexical 
pointers to real world places, but as subjective pronouncements about how those places are 
represented and how they function. The map has, encoded in its history and ornament, the 
trappings of colonization and empire. Both Howe and Olson will use the politics of the map, 
showing how it establishes political claims on the land it depicts. They build off of the ways 
maps signal property and ownership. As Howe and Olson show, the aesthetics of the map 
contribute to and complicate our understandings of how the act of mapping makes possible the 
transformation of land into a codified parceling of property ownership.  
Both the poem and the map manipulate space and scale, magnifying what they want to 
                                               
3 For a full account of the political import of aesthetic elements within maps see J.B. Harley The 
New Nature of Maps (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 2002). 
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emphasize and minimizing what they deem not worthy of fitting. Part of the quandary of the map 
that Olson and Howe raise focuses on what the map cannot do. The necessary shortcomings that 
accompany maps — as compressed and condensed illustrations of a place — provide poetic 
fodder for both poets. In Howe’s case, the vulnerability of the material object is brought to the 
fore. She treats her object as limited, but she revels in its limitations. Howe understands maps as 
physical relics of places and times that — in their material construction and particularity are 
doomed to failure, but she argues that they are intriguing specifically because of that failure. 
Howe shows a reverence for the map as an artifact with limitations. The map’s failure to convey 
more than partial, incomplete truths points to questions of knowability and delineation the map is 
meant to solve. In dealing with historic maps, the physical objects themselves are in the process 
of disintegration and decay — in the course of this process, a paper pocket map falls apart 
specifically at its points of connection and intersection (at the borders along its edges and at the 
lines that form from being folded up). This material object, then, reveals itself as unable to stand 
up to the elements of the world it is meant to represent. A poet like Susan Howe, through 
objectifying the map, is able to see this failure as charged with potential: the holes that form 
when the map begins to fall apart provide openings that allow the reader to fill in the physical 
gaps with new interpretive information. Exploring these material weaknesses and possibilities, 
we can understand the map as a signifying system that teaches its reader about the world in 
which they both exist, even as it proves unable to withstand the physical elements of that world. 
By highlighting the material contours of the physical map, as well as the systems of thought that 
govern it, Howe’s objectifications reveal complicating insights about the colonization of the 
frontier. 
Olson, too, draws attention to the way maps can provide information in excess of the 
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straightforward, transparent terms it seems to offer on the surface. In Olson’s case, much of this 
information comes through the refusal to commit to any single map. Olson recognizes that the 
flat space of the map is no match for the three dimensions of the physical world. For him, 
uncritically trusting a map to commit the ever-changing world to a static depiction is a dangerous 
proposition. In Olson’s work the response to this potential danger is a hesitancy to subscribe to 
any one map. His worry thus translates into an accretive mapping: he builds up a number of 
different types of maps throughout the book in order to create a better sense of the spaces he 
seeks to record. In the course of this accretion, the map collection supersedes the individual map. 
Olson’s project of poetic mapping requires a series of maps — which offer a palimpsestic 
transparency between the different layers — rather than one map in particular. He answers the 
question of the map’s danger as a univocal sign that represents a complex area by turning to 
materiality: showing the way that these maps change when viewed in concert. Olson mirrors the 
changeability of the landscape in the fungibility and combinatory possibility of his cartographic 
poetry.  
 While Olson and Howe are concerned with the paper maps that have been around for 
millennia, their poetic mapping nevertheless presages the advancements in digital mapping 
technology that would develop only decades after their works were published. One such 
technology, Geographical Information System (GIS) mapping, first developed in the late 1960s, 
but only made widely available at the turn of the twenty-first century, stores geographical 
information in a system of layers that can be added and subtracted from a given map in order to 
display versions of relevant information. Olson’s accretive mapping prefigures later technologies 
— pulling in language a layer over topography, storing retrievable information linked to 
particular places. Both poets use language to add and subtract layers, to focus on minute and 
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overarching areas, building and disentangling a complex area in a way impossible for the paper 
map to accomplish.  
 As objectification signals both an outcome and a process, and in order to fully understand 
Olson and Howe’s use of maps, we ought to think not merely of the material artifact but also of 
the activity it encodes. In their projects of poetic mapping, both Howe and Olson use lexical 
maps in order to highlight the polysemy that lurks underneath the seemingly straightforward 
technology. Language, too, is both spatially economical and vastly multisignifying, encoding a 
number of valances in each word. To continue with the example of digital mapping, we can think 
of Olson and Howe’s work as a type of zooming. It is by zooming in and out that Olson is able to 
focus on miniscule aspects of mid twentieth century Gloucester as well as the eons of geologic 
activity that formed the coast he describes. Similarly, Howe is able to zoom in close to her object 
of study, almost to the point of distortion, homing in on the disintegration of the map at its most 
minute. Howe manipulates her language both visually and semantically in order to allow these 
dynamic elements to come to the fore; her poetic form offers a mode for storing meaning that the 
static paper map does not. Ultimately, these constitutive parts of both Olson and Howe’s work 
put considerable onus on their readers: in order to comprehend the full force of their poetic 
intervention, the reader must be active, accompanying the poet on the journey across the page 
and working out the logic of the objectification that highlights the underlying technologies at 
work in the map. Through their objectifications of the map, both Howe and Olson interrogate the 
technologies that underpin the map itself — projection, sounding, perspectives, grids, and 




“Our intellectual wilderness / no longer boundless”: Mapping Susan Howe’s Secret History of 
the Dividing Line 
Although Susan Howe’s Secret History of the Dividing Line was published three years after the 
final volume of The Maximus Poems, I turn to it first in this chapter in order to explore the 
granular work Howe does to uncover and explore the technologies underpinning the map — 
chief among them coordinates, grids, and perspective — before seeing how these ideas are at 
work in a larger scale in Olson’s own objectification of maps. As I argued in the previous 
chapter, Howe’s work navigates the intersection between the lexical and the visual. The poems 
here alternate between the traditionally-lineated and the more structurally innovative, pages that 
need a photocopier rather than a word processor to reproduce. Secret History, which comes near 
the beginning of Howe’s poetic oeuvre — following a career in painting and at a point when her 
interest in archival material was primarily invested in familial history and a sense of place 
coming from her inherited experience — is one that maps the wilderness back onto itself. Howe 
relies on the undergirding systems of coordinates, grids, and perspective to guide the “techniques 
of traveling” she uses to accomplish her mapping. In Secret History, she returns language to a 
state of wildness, taking words and phrases and breaking them apart both syntactically and 
phonetically to open up what mere instrumentalism elides or occludes. Through the formal 
model of the map, she works to uncover the “secret history” obscured by the dividing lines that 
came to be taken for granted as the rational way for colonists to break up the terrain of the “New 
World.” Howe troubles this colonial inheritance by asking her reader to unpack how maps 
function and what it means to use them.  
The cartographic principle of perspective is at play on the scale of the book in light of its 
1994 republication in Frame Structures: Early Poems 1974–1979. By repositioning Secret 
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History at the end of the book, she shifts the perspective of the piece. Howe explains her 
ordering in an author’s note on the copyright page: “I wrote the poems in Cabbage Gardens 
[1979] before writing most of Secret History of the Dividing Line [1978]. The dates on the 
contents page of this collection are dates of publication.”4 There is, then, a purposeful decision to 
put Secret History as the collection’s final section. It is, in Howe’s mind, the last of her early 
works. This last-ness of the book in Howe’s collection is significant in light of its preoccupation 
with the frontier — it occupies the space that it discusses: the edge that looks both forward and 
back. Using the same technology that characterizes the map, Howe zooms out from her subject 
matter to examine how political history intersects with personal history. She zooms back in again 
to find how etymology and sound intersect for new readings of particular words. All of this 
zooming illustrates the fact that Howe’s conception of the map has to do with it as an object of 
perspective — she explores the perspectival shaping of the frontier politically through the more 
personal histories of family and genealogy. 
If we read the organization of Frame Structures as constitutive of a certain argument 
about Howe’s poetry, we would do well to also consider the language that frames the poetry 
within the book. Geoffrey O’Brien writes in the blurb that appears on the back cover of Frame 
Structures that “[Howe’s] work is a voyage of reconnaissance in language, a sounding out of 
ancient hiding places, and it is a voyage full of risk. ‘Words are the only clues we have,’ she has 
said. ‘What if they fail us?.’” O’Brien first ventriloquizes the language of colonization — 
voyage, reconnaissance, risk — before quoting Howe to remind readers of the failures that inhere 
in the colonial project. Failure is a feature that is paramount in Howe’s use of maps. Indeed, what 
                                               
4 Howe Frame Structures: Early Poems 1974–1979 (New York: New Directions, 1996), 
copyright page np. 
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Secret History of the Dividing Line brings us is the wreckage of failed mapping. In this 
historiographic failure Howe locates potentials for new histories — and specifically the secret 
history that official mapping foreclosed and whose ruin she now explores. As Howe will 
continue to develop her interest in various types of objects over the course of the rest of her 
corpus, the treatment of the map here is still somewhat inchoate. Hence, the focus on the map’s 
underlying technologies: Secret History provides a testing ground for exploring the nuts and 
bolts behind the map’s constituent parts to see, through the process of objectification, the ways 
that history can seep into the material object shaping both it and the world around it. 
 As a dynamic system of signifiers — rather than a static object — the map for Howe is 
always about what underpins the object, what is invoked by its materiality as well as the 
epistemological questions it raises. It is to this end that she focuses on its underlying 
technologies. The first of these technologies is the coordinate system. Coordinates are a 
necessary element in cartography — they pinpoint a location relative to the rest of the map. 
Alone, they are enigmatic, offering little contextual information. In order to be made useful, they 
must be connected to the backing of a map that orients their position relative to the rest of the 
map. Howe’s coordinates bring the map into play from the very beginning. They can take visual 
form, words laid out across the page in conjunction or opposition to each other; they can also 
take the form of allusion, bringing in a historical or personal reference that lies underneath the 
signifier. Her use of “Mark” comes to be a key coordinate (or perhaps more accurately a 
coordinate pair, given that it is the name of both her son and her father) that she uses to anchor 
and navigate through her poems. In the notes to an early draft of the poem she read at the Ear Inn 
in 1978, Howe writes by way of introducing the work:  
When my father whose name was Mark, died of a heart attack several years ago, I 
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was eight months pregnant. As it happened the baby was a boy. We named him 
Mark. It nearly seemed as if the spirit of one, through me, had continued in the 
spirit of another. The word Mark (with all its various definitions) runs through the 
spirit of this poem.5 
By charting different coordinate points, rather than following a linear narrative, Howe urges her 
reader to bring these disparate parts together and she implicates what can be mapped: people, 
lives, relationships. Her work demands a particular way of thinking through language with the 
image: to read like a map even as one interrogates the map as an object. In short, to participate in 
its objectification. From the coordinate points used in the map, we can begin to understand the 
“techniques of traveling” with which Howe is so taken. 
 In order for Howe to explore the map as a formal model, she must come to terms with the 
grid that underlies it. In mapmaking, in order to key the coordinate plane to the image of the 
map, one must outline a grid system underneath the coordination points that makes it so that 
these points can be read in terms of one another.6 As colonists settled the American frontier, they 
tamed what they saw as an uncultivated territory, overlaying the land with a grid system to 
section areas of public and private property — “wire fences along property lines” — and borders 
of state and municipal control (99).7 Howe is interested in exploring the fact of the grid’s 
existence, and how its aesthetics can underlie what has subsequently been imposed on the terrain, 
                                               
5 Howe, “Notes for Secret History Reading” UCSD Mandeville Collection 201.10.10 [per 
PennSound the reading was at Ear Inn 1978]. 
 
6 See Hartley’s The New Nature of Maps on the link between gridding and enlightenment ideals, 
in particular the second chapter, “Maps Knowledge and Power.” 
 
7 For more on the human costs of artificial landscape cultivation see James C. Scott Seeing Like a 
State (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). 
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something that will be useful for looking later at Olson’s mappings in Maximus as they elucidate 
the difficulty of navigating spaces that have been portioned into private ownership.  
 
Tomorrow  we  move 
 








In this section of a larger poem, the call to movement is followed by lines in a rigid shape. Even 
as the final three lines we see here gesture across the width of the page, they still are cordoned 
off into discrete columns. The neat arrangement of the “from hence” lines recalls a military 
formation, type regimented along a section of page, leading down to the reveal of the “savages” 
below. In Howe’s later work, as we saw in the previous chapter, she eschews ordinary 
typesetting for a cut and paste poetics that spreads words every which way. Here, though, the 
typographical grid provides visual shape for her words. As the work of Agnes Martin — a 
painter in whom Howe has a special interest — shows, this grid can be nearly imperceptible. In 
Martin’s work, pencil-marked grids can only be seen at close proximity and defy any but the 
strongest attempts at photographic reproduction.9 Howe demands a similarly up-close look. It is 
                                               
8 Secret History of the Dividing Line, in Frame Structures, 91. 
 
9 Howe’s 1991 book Singularities takes up the grid as a structure in its own right in even greater 
detail, but in Secret History it is still operating as the means to a cartographic end. Rosalind 
Krauss discusses the ubiquity of the grid in the art of the twentieth century as “an emblem of 
 90 
at this close proximity that we can see Howe’s adherence to a spatial alignment where vertical 
parameters echo and reinforce the horizontal lines of ordinary typesetting.   
 Part of Howe’s cartographic project involves pointing out the way that this grid came to 
exist historically, that (and how) it was imposed by Europeans on a territory in order that maps 
could be made to “tame” it into a cultivated, civilized landscape. In Secret History she explores 
the history of surveying borders in the eastern United States and the changing of its terrain from 
wilderness into European-inhabited grids through a poetry that embodies and also interrogates 
the visual structures that would come to shape the land. She takes up the idea of the frontier in 
the context of European-American westward expansion, discussing the physical material aspects 
of this American place.  
 Through the grid, Howe underscores the fact that the map not only represents the land, it 
also interferes with it.10 Grids assist in the orienting of positions, helping to coordinate points in a 
system. In doing so, they also present challenges for what techniques of traveling are available. 
                                               
modernity.” Her characterization of what a grid does in painting is helpful for understanding 
Howe’s use of grids to map distortion: “the grid does not map the space of a room or a landscape 
or a group of figures onto the surface of a painting. Indeed, if it maps anything, it maps the 
surface of the painting itself” Krauss, “Grids,” October 9 (Summer, 1979), 52.    
 
10 While much of Howe’s work deals with the earliest moments of European colonization in 
what would become the United States (especially New England), Secret History’s archive is 
centered in the eighteenth century. The book takes its title from History of the dividing line and 
other tracts. From the papers of William Byrd of Westover, in Virginia (Richmond, 1866). Byrd, 
who is credited with founding Richmond, VA, died in 1744, and was famously tasked with 
determining the boundary line between Virginia and North Carolina. The second edition of this 
book a poetic project that featured numerous self-referential citations and pseudonymous place 
names and was published as The Secret History of the Line. As Howe usually takes New England 
as her subject matter, she is somewhat out of her territory here — that parts of the text come 
from her father’s sources as biographer of Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., we can see the subject 




As in the poem section above, the wilderness becomes attached to a grid, when forests turn to 
farmland, travel as the crow flies becomes increasingly difficult to imagine. In gridding the 
wilderness, the map becomes not only able to accurately reproduce information about the land in 
a way transportable to other readers, it becomes necessary — to provide the paths and byways 
for navigating a landscape now separated into privately-owned parcels. The presence of maps, 
then, is also a hindrance to an unmediated experience with a particular place, as they cover up 
what they are tasked with revealing. In this way “the permanence / of endless distance” that 
greets the early settlers, once marshaled into the map, disappears. In its place there is a “Frame of 
our Universe / Our intellectual wilderness / no longer boundless / west” (90).11 As she delves 
into the minutiae of the map, Howe chafes against its bounds. By laying bare the grids and 
perspectival alignments on which maps are based, she seeks to elucidate how our techniques of 
traveling work. The map facilitates travel; Howe sets up stumbling blocks in her own work: her 
poetry resists forward motion, instead moving back and forth and side to side, jumping ahead of 
what we have not yet reached, then returning to earlier points.12 The map is meant — in being 
properly used — to take us from Point A to Point B. In her disintegrated map, Howe shows her 
agnosticism about ever arriving at Point B. This agnosticism toward progress is in part an 
agnosticism about the colonial framework she has inherited in the form of the map. She 
questions the logics and abilities of the colonial project through troubling the binary it sets up 
between wildness and civilization. The disintegrated map both Howe explores and creates allows 
                                               
11 NB: page numbers are from the Frame Structures collection, hence the high numbers already 
(the book runs from 87–122). 
 
12 See Ron Silliman’s The New Sentence for a discussion of the poetics of resisting forward 
movement that is contemporary with Secret History. 
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her to return to “the quintessential clarity of inarticulation” — it is, paradoxically, inarticulation 
through articulation, clarity through obfuscation (95).  
 
“The Last First People” Howe and Perspective 
In addition to conceptually sectioning off land to an underlying grid, a map also positions the 
landscape within a particular perspective, whether from above, from the side, or from something 
deemed to be the front. As Howe’s work shows us, notions of graphic perspective are tied up 
with questions of historical perspective as well. Howe’s interest in graphic perspective reaffirms 
the necessity of understanding the historical perspective from which representations of America 
have been presented. The map provides Howe with an interstitial point between order and the 
wilderness. Howe’s understanding of perspectival representation as a key component in the 
system of technologies that make up the map is evidenced by the immediate example of the 
book’s cover. The image features two nearly identical drawings, one above the other: 
 (87) 
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In the right half of each image there is a grove of trees in neat lines. In the top picture, the lines 
of trees are angled from foreground to background toward the center, in the bottom one, they 
move from the center in the foreground to the right in the background. The left-hand side of each 
picture offers a mirror image in a schematic line drawing: the lines on the top picture moving 
toward the center, the lines on the bottom drawing moving to the left. The pictures, then, 
illustrate the creation of a horizon line, the mapping of perspective that turns the wilderness into 
the grid from the front-on position in addition to the ordinary bird’s eye view. This is the 
perspective Howe brings to the mapping in the poems themselves.13 
 Howe underscores the importance of perspective by adding historical weight to the visual 
picture in her poem section titled “THE LAST FIRST PEOPLE,” which begins on the second 
page of the book. Its title is a direct allusion to Charles Olson, who famously referred to 
Americans as such in his critical text Call Me Ishmael.14 Howe’s own work provides 
contextualization to Olson’s claims, positioning them in the larger picture of colonial history. In 
her essay “Where Should the Commander Be” Howe puts the origins of Olson’s own original 
statement — that Americans are the last first people — in context, quoting the line again ten 
years later: 
On September 4th, 1504, Amerigo Vespucci wrote a letter from Lisbon to Pier 
Soderini. The Quator Americi Vesputti Navigationes was the first written 
document that treated the new found lands as a separate and single entity. The 
Orbis Terrarium, real because it had been written, was now contradicted by an 
                                               
13 Krauss, again, notes the perspectival distortion occasioned by the grid in her essay. See 
Krauss, “Grids,” 54.    
 
14 Charles Olson, Call Me Ishmael (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, [1947] rpt. 1997), 14. 
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orbis alters. In 1507 the Cosmographie Introduction published a Latin translation 
of Vespucci’s letter with the Waldeemuller engraved World Map. This was the 
first chart to show AMERICA’s name. “We are the last ‘first’ people.” 
 The world had a fourth inhabited part, mapped and written. Inhabitants of 
this fourth part might not be descendents [sic] of Adam. Prometheus had stolen 
fire from the sun again. Sailing to havens ahead unknown, did the original 
navigators—Columbus, Canca, Milchele da Cuneo, and Vespucci—sometimes 
feel their ships might be enchanted, rushing backward through a pattern of 
inaccessible representation?15 
Howe’s contextualization of these records of colonial expansion here allows us to better 
understand the perspective she adopts in these pages of Secret History.16 She opens the book 
with a clearly European perspective: “We sailed north / it was March / White sands / and fragrant 
woods / the permanence / of endless distance.” (90). To the Europeans arriving on its shores, 
America’s “endless distance” was also infinite potential, a reliable “permanence.” The expanse 
of unencumbered land decisively separated from the Old World by the Atlantic Ocean.  
 Five short pages later, however, Howe undercuts this image of colonial purity. Again, she 
invokes a group of people coming to America from the east. This time, however, it is the first 
indigenous travelers, migrating from the “East” of Asia across the Bering land bridge into North 
America, a “technique of traveling over sea ice” (95). Moreover, the account of people traversing 
the land bridge elucidates the impermanence of such a method of travel. As Howe underscores, it 
                                               
15 Collected in Susan Howe, The Quarry (New York: New Directions, 2015), 196–7. 
 
16 For more on the Americanness of this text as specifically about encounters with otherness see 
Rachel Tzvia Back’s Led by Language: The Poetry and Poetics of Susan Howe (Tuscaloosa: 
University of Alabama Press, 2002), 17–19. 
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is not the terra firma of the land bridge that is stable, but the fluid sea. The Atlantic, as liquid ever 
in flux, ends up more permanent than the supposedly solid land that was soon made impassable 
on foot by the Bering Sea. That this travel pattern is “westward and still westward” is a 
commentary on Eurocentrism — those peoples who traversed the land bridge crossed the date-
line (an arbitrary border set by Europeans) to go from the East to the West, even as they only 
traveled east. Through these lines, Howe refigures the notion of westward expansion, 
destabilizing European primacy through adhering — in a critical way — to its language.  
 The opening lines of the poem that introduces the land bridge travelers are: “In its first 
dumb form // language was gesture // technique of traveling over sea ice / silent” (95). Just as the 
land bridge was transient and the sea is in constant motion, language — if not written — is 
ephemeral, suggesting an action rather than a record. But is that exactly what Howe is saying? In 
fact, spoken language is not exactly what she points out as gesture. Rather, “dumb form” 
indicates something nonspeaking. Might we then see written language as quintessentially dumb, 
and if so, where does that leave the gestural element of the written word? For Howe, part of the 
gestural is certainly focused on perspective — a gesture is directed, designed to hint at something 
if not state it outright. The direction is artificial, however, or at least meant to be interrogated. As 
Howe will argue about the unreliability of directionality later in the book, “arrow itself an 
illusion” (111). Unless we are clear about the existence of the illusion, unless we recognize it as 
such and resist taking it for granted we risk silencing one history in favor of another. The dual 
perspective in the history of settling what will become the United States that Howe’s invocation 
of the land bridge offers is deeply imbricated in the empiricism of the map. At their most 
generous, colonial maps plagiarized and overwrote native knowledge, presenting it as European 
discovery. At worst, these maps ignored native delineations in favor of tidy straight lines and 
 96 
other “rational” enlightenment principles.17 
 As she unpacks these “last first people,” Howe slows down in her attention to the map. 
Her poems zoom in on the map as an artifact in order to uncover the systems according to which 
the map works. Using the map as a formal model facilitates her travel not only within the world 
she explores but within the map itself as an object. Howe draws her maps on a small historical 
scale — charting an emotional journey that hinges on questions of personal genealogy. As a 
technique of traveling, her work offers movement within the familial space, even as it is set 
against larger sociohistorical concerns. Through understanding Howe’s work with the map on the 
small scale, we will then be able to see the larger framework within which Olson’s work 
operates, seeing his charting of the movements of groups of people, of shifting boundaries and 
landscapes that cause large scale change.  
 
Mapping the Horizon 
Howe builds up the significance of the underlying facets of the map: coordinates, grids, 
perspective, in order to provide a foundation that can gird her own mappings. In her own 
perspective, the most significant nexus of territorial mapping occurs at the horizon. As we saw in 
the book’s frontispiece, the horizon is a concentration point in perspectival mapping. It offers a 
way of organizing space by means of flattening it while still allowing the viewer to see 
sedimented layers invisible in the bird’s eye view of the traditional map. As a formal model in 
Howe’s poetry, the map toggles in its signifying between the material and the ideal. The horizon 
mirrors that divide: it is the perspectival point at which the material land shifts into ether. In one 
                                               
17 Thongchai Winichakul’s Siam Mapped offers more on the causes and effects of mapping as a 
function of empire. Thongchai Winichaukul, Siam Mapped: A History of the Geo-Body of a 
Nation (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1994). 
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poem, Howe asks: “What’s in a lake / ‘Glass and sky’” (98). Here, the linebreak separates 
question and answer, call and response, but the answer breaks down further into the literal and 
the metaphorical — the glass as the sheen of water. That Howe is interested in the horizon as it 
appears on water is significant: it directs her reader to the fact that what is being divided by the 
horizon (or, by extension, the map) line are not two different things, but rather two similar things 
shown in apposition. The glass and sky of the lake are linked together, as what make up the lake 
itself (made more indistinguishable the calmer the water).  
Howe zooms in on the horizon to show a version of the dividing line between wilderness 
and civilization that the map works out. In her maps of the horizon, Howe illustrates the 
flexibility words have to show things that the ordinary map cannot. Her arrangement of words 
along horizon lines (and she includes the lines themselves on the page) asks her reader to 
interrogate the differences in what lies on either side of the boundary. In the first horizon map, 
the horizon line cuts through the space between two lines of text in the middle of the page, each 
of which reads “SECRET HISTORY OF THE DIVIDING LINE”: 
 (94) 
Here, the second line is reflected backward from the first, in a way that feels reminiscent of a 
mirror image. It is not a mirror image, though; rather, the second line offers a subversive 
reversal, going back against the grain of the first. The reversal creates a circle, though, as the 
words above and below the horizon line repeat around and around. The division creates a focal 
point, but neither side stands on its own. Here, SECRET HISTORY OF THE DIVIDING LINE,” 
illustrates the way that the lake of glass and sky she describes later would function. Howe 
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underscores the importance of reflection — which we should read not only as physical 
description but also as a call for contemplation — in the horizon map several pages later:  
 
 (113) 
Here the second line is not reversed the way it would be in a mirror or water. Instead, the horizon 
divides the page into the physical (if also metaphorized) “SHEET OF WATER AT THE EDGE 
OF WOODS” and the less tangible “MORNING.” Howe suggests that “morning,” as an 
ontological category, is separate from the physical world. Intangible as the sky, the quality of 
light and point in time suggesting morning floats above the lake surface. In illustrating the 
relationship between the tangible and the intangible as the space between water and sky, Howe 
makes us understand mapping as precisely a process of articulating divisions — setting up 
dividing lines that separate one expanse from another. On this page the horizon line (which does 
not quite extend all the way to the outside left margin in the previous example) cuts completely 
across the page. There is no way to get past the line, yet the words edge up against it; the bottom 
of the top line and the top of the bottom line are indistinguishable at points from the line itself. 
Language, then, says Howe, is what can allow us to get as close as possible to the dividing line. 
If the instrumental value of language is to delineate phenomena for reference and 
communication, its poetic deployment offers an opportunity to revalue those systems.    
 In the final horizon map, Howe zooms back out: now we have not just a focal point 
within a map, but a map that uses the power of perspectival mapping to reveal the vertical layers 
 99 
impossible to see in the rectangular bird’s eye view. The text on the page in question discusses 
prayers and “reflection / or refraction / of light.” It is organized vertically, ending at the bottom 
of the page with “THE HORIZON” — both semantically and visually — as the THE 
HORIZON” serves as a horizontal foothold for the vertical string of words. As the bottom line of 
the column, it anchors what comes above it at a point in space.  
 (119) 
The tidy left margin and jagged right give the sense of a tattered map, but by ending with “THE 
HORIZON,” a line less indented than the rest, the words come to form a vertical column. 
Howe’s mapping, like the page, happens on a vertical axis in addition to the horizontal axis of 
the typical birds-eye-view map perspective. Like the reopened frontier, the page is an upward 
trajectory of possibilities anchored only by the horizon. At the center of the page “MARK / 
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border / bulwark” repeats language from the earlier rectangular maps, but its position in this 
vertical orientation places it as a moment of solidity in the midst of flux and change. Reminiscent 
of a sedimentation map or elevational cross-section, the text anchors with “THE HORIZON “to 
the language to be visible above land, rather than sequestered within it. Importantly, the area of 
the map that would make up the sky is filled with words, and the space immediately below the 
horizon is just that: blank space. The position of language in the space reserved for sky echoes 
the transience of language Howe highlighted with the ambiguity in the “last first people” section. 
As the column moves from heaven to earth the language of prayer shifts to that of science: 
“reflection / or refraction / of light” then to an evolutionary back and forth: “becoming / and 
perishing / trackless / timeless / in time.” This shift visually signals a hierarchy, but also 
questions that hierarchy as it ends with “impression / or trace,” thus interrogating the signifying 
structure of heaven and land.18 The interplay between the sturdily physical and the ephemeral is 
apparent here as Howe moves from the concrete object, to the slightly more abstract sign, to the 
even more abstracted token, and finally to impression (a likeness left by the physical object) and 
trace (a mere fragment of the object). That the next line is “THE HORIZON” underscores the 
horizon’s status as both completely intangible, an inchoate region, but nonetheless an absolutely 
determining boundary line. Even as an aspect of the natural world, Howe reminds us that it is as 
conceptual as the artificial boundaries imposed on the map. We must be willing to interrogate 
these lines, to open up closed spaces and let new possibilities fill the gaps of the maps we both 
                                               
18 One intertext to think about here as well would be the celestial maps of antiquity that charted 
both the physical world and the heavens within the same page space. An exhaustive collection of 
such maps is collected in Nick Kanas, Star Maps: History, Artistry, and Cartography 
(Chichester, UK: Springer-Praxis, 2007). Howe’s version is an instructively abstracted (and 
tweaked) version of that same impulse. 
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find and create. 
 
“My map is rotten and frayed with rain”: Howe’s disintegrating map squares 
From the cross-section map of the horizon, we can zoom out to the space of the traditional 
rectangular map. Across the course of her book, Howe has made little maps of text whose 
outlining shape calls to mind a traditional rectangular map. These blocks of text are stripped 
down maps — a rectangular shape scaffolded with a grid structure and coordinate points — that 
nonetheless hint at the material reality of the historical map as a physical relic. The justified 
rectangular-shaped text that makes up the first poem in the book is echoed at the end by another 
neat rectangle. These first and last poems, in addition to one other poem in the middle, punctuate 
the rest of the text with the shape of either a full map, or, in miniature, the type of fragment that 
would be created by a pocket map rotted and frayed with rain. Pocket maps, which would have 
been popular at the time of William Byrd’s original History, are made of a large sheet of paper, 
folded into smaller rectangle for better portability. The slavish devotion to the rectangular space 
in these poems is an articulation of the work of the map: which renders the three-dimensional 
world into the rectangular space of the page. The rectangle of the page was then further echoed 
in the world as the European settlers turned the wilderness into enlightenment-inspired rectangles 
of private property — each a discrete entity on a map. Howe’s project maps the maps back onto 
the wilderness. Her rectangles, as representations either of maps themselves, or of fragments of 
maps whose fraying occurred along fold lines, draw attention to the map as a necessary 
intermediary step through which the wilderness is packaged into civilization.  
In these poems, we find that Howe’s use of the map as a formal model allows her to 
home in on its particular failings. It is, after all, the particular ways that the map fails to show the 
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world that makes it a map rather than the world itself — something must necessarily be lost in its 
translation to the page. Even as we begin to see these little map squares, we realize that they are 
fragmentary. It is in the disintegration of the map that Howe situates herself: exploring the 
material as it slips out of existence. Take for instance this map of text, which appears toward the 
end of the book: 
 (116) 
Here we see markers of landscape — poppies, foliage, snow, leaf, snow, flame, green — 
alongside markers of civilization — children, spinet, snare — as well as indicators of the process 
of colonization — subdued, dispel, defile, purity. These markers are not just remnants, however. 
They signal vestiges not only of the landscape they depict, but of the map that created it. The 
map marshals the natural phenomena of a place into a series of signs but it can only convey so 
much — these “sh” repetitions may well be words that couldn’t fit the rectangular space Howe 
has allotted, like a cartographer who omits one feature of a terrain to make space for another. The 
interspersed “sh”s — whether for ‘Susan Howe,’ ‘Secret History,’ or ‘Shh’ — articulate gaps in 
our knowledge, places that have already disintegrated beyond our grasp. Only material — the 
physical map rather than its concept — properly speaking, can disintegrate. Despite — or 
because of — its failings, Howe sees the map as a necessary intermediary step in the ordering of 
the wilderness into the European-inhabited grid. Howe is not interested in overcoming the 
inevitable failure of the particular map. She revels in it. Failure is exciting for Howe; it is the 
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map’s susceptibility to failure that attracts her. She celebrates its frailty. In replicating — though 
only in order to complicate — parts of the project of mapping in her own poetic project, Howe 
draws attention to how the map works. By ordering and disordering language, Howe uncovers 
new potentials for the map, new understandings of history her reader can learn from studying it. 
When faced with the mere remnants of a map, its reader must think more carefully about what it 
is that a map attempts to do, how the enlightenment technologies of imposing a coherent 
structure on the physical world can only go so far. Most importantly, Howe’s objectification 
reminds us that although the map is a tool for order it can never fully quell the wildness of the 
space it seeks to contain. 
The poem that begins the book follows the spaced-out shape of the cover image that 
preceded it: centered on the page, it is split into two rectangles of text (one on top of the other), 
divided at the same point in the page as the images that precede it. The work of mapping — 
delineating boundaries, marking points, recording terrain — is at the fore here. The words that 
make up each section are heavily justified coordinate points, with great spaces between each 
word to ensure the lines are evenly distributed between the left and right margins. The first 
section on the page reads: “mark mar ha forest 1 a boundary manic a land a / tract indicate 
position 2 record bunting interval / free also event starting the slightly position of / O about both 
or don’t something INDICATION Americ”  
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 (89).  
We begin with the mark — that which first claims the space as something. It is from the mark 
that we can then get to “a boundary manic” and “a / tract indicate position.” These terms, 
“boundary,” “tract,” “position” suggest the cartographic. Howe links these lines, too, to 
contingency. The boundary is “manic,” uncontrolled and constantly shifting; the “in” of 
“indicate” following “tract” suggests the inflexible (a negative, given the value Howe puts on 
mutability) “intractable position.” From the start Howe points to the necessary failure of this 
mode of codification: the position described is only “slightly” and “of” something whose blank is 
never filled.  
If the “O” beginning what the position is “of” is “Origin” — which the “starting” on the 
earlier line might lead us to believe, then Howe’s truncation offers a stern message about the 
impossibility of knowing what things were at their start. At any rate, the position is of something 
that lies outside the bounds of the map — existing in the right margin outside where the map 
extends (looking at a map of America, this right-hand margin is to the east — the place of 
European origin, the old world left behind). These edges — as borders — are important spatially, 
as well. The two poem sections here are justified, tidily adhering to the left and right margins, 
but the margins are wider than one would expect for the amount of words per line. As such, the 
words on each line have larger-than-normal spaces between them in order that they may stretch 
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across to the right margin. With tight spacing, the words and their order leave no room for 
interpretive addition; when the spacing is looser, Howe leaves open the possibility that other 
words could slip into the spaces that are left. The effect of this over-justification is to destabilize 
the reader’s sense of individual words — of what coordinate point might be a lone fragment of a 
word, what is a full word, what is a full word split into parts. Howe’s commitment to the 
rectangle shows us the difficulty in creating stable meanings from a space when it is slavishly 
devoted to its shape.19 Like the poem, maps too fill a normally-rectangular space, manipulating 
the physical world into the rectangle of the map page. The map, then, necessarily imposes 
borders on the natural space. The sternness of the map’s borders is underscored by the truncated 
“Americ” in the last line of the section, giving the sense that in gridding the wilderness — 
hemming it in via the map —something of America is necessarily left out. In the justified 
typography of this page, we might find echoes of the justifications maps provided for the 
violence of the colonial project, and the losses to indigenous culture that came out of that 
intervention. 
The second section of the first poem looks more closely at failure. Where the first section 
capitalized the word INDICATION, the second capitalizes MARK. Thus, we move from the 
language of suggestion to that of claim. The first line of the first poem’s second section begins 
“made or also symbol sachem maimed” (89). For Howe, making and maiming are inextricably 
intertwined, operating around the presence of an intermediary term. “Maim” also appears where 
one might expect “claim,” and the intermediary term there is the MARK of the second line. A 
                                               
19 Howe attends to the spaces between the words when she reads these poems aloud, see her 
“Reading for the Kelly Writers House Fellows Program, March 22, 2010” #4 From ‘Secret 
History of the Dividing Line’: http://writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/x/Howe.php. 
 
 106 
mark is not only something that lays claim, but also something that represents a disfigurement or 
shortcoming — as underscored, too, in the poem’s first line with how “mark” moves to “mar.” 
The term is undermined by its own constituent parts. This second section ends with “land land 
land district boundary times un,” ushering in the rest of the book with both an insistence on land 
(which appears three times in this line) and boundary (which appears three times in the poem) as 
well as a destabilization of both of them with the final “un.” Is this an unmaking? An undoing? 
In truncating the rest of the word (a possibility we’re primed to expect given the truncated 
“Americ” which ends the previous section), Howe again points to the limitations of the map, to 
its failure to tell any type of complete story.  
The “MARK” of the first poem also recalls “X Marks the Spot” — the paradigmatic 
catchphrase for the treasure map. Howe’s text is MARKed throughout. The capitalization of the 
word in the first poem disguises at first the fact that Howe uses this term as both a common noun 
and a proper name. As she pointed out at an early reading of this text, Mark is the name of both 
her father and her son, and so for Howe among the boundaries it signifies are the generational 
ones that surround her. We might also consider the possibility of the generic “mark” or “X” used 
as a signature by those unable to sign their own names.20 Howe’s map, then, encodes subjective 
relationships as well as geographic ones — the dry language of map vocabulary is for Howe 
colored by personal connection; she uses cartographic language to think through political as well 
as personal family history, pushing against the bounds of what maps can be expected to do.21 In 
                                               
20 For more on how “X” as a signature marker for indigenous persons coerced into signing away 
lands and property see Scott Richard Lyons X-Marks: Native Signatures of Assent (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2010). 
 
21 See Rachel Blau DuPlessis, “WH0WE” for how intersections “of time and space in a 
particular emotional territory” extend across Howe’s works. DuPlessis, “WH0WE,” Electronic 
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the middle of the second poem, “THE LAST FIRST PEOPLE,”22 at which we looked earlier, 
Howe returns again to the mark, this time offering what looks like a definition: “Close at hand 
the ocean / until before / hidden from our vision / MARK / border / bulwark. an object set up to 
indicate a boundary or position / hence a sign or token / impression or trace” (90). The three lines 
that precede the MARK offer a glimpse of the unknown, the pre-marked, what was “hidden from 
our vision” until the mark could point it out. After “MARK” comes the definition, first obliquely 
through “border” and “bulwark” — things that hem in, that solidify — then more 
straightforwardly: “an object set up to indicate a boundary or position,” and then an abstracting 
conclusion: “hence a sign or token / impression or trace.” The language of marking is of 
particular focus in the space of the map for Howe, and through close reading it we can better 
affix the system in which these coordinate points exist. We can see already how she makes use of 
zooming in and out of the map: first all the way in on the level of the words themselves as marks 
on the page, marring the space and also enshrining it, picking it as particular, denoting it, 
codifying it, hemming it in. The physicality of the words as marks is underscored by how she 
foregrounds their materiality in later pages: “my words fluttered down” and “Flakes of thick 
snow / fell on the open pages” (103, 104). Then, too, she zooms out: looking at the map itself as 
“an object set up to indicate a boundary or position” (90). 
The role of the map as material object in this creation of a map of words becomes clearer 
when Howe takes up the map explicitly a few pages into the text: “My map is rotten and frayed 
with rain” (90). Emphasizing by way of italics (one of only a few instances of them in the book), 
                                               
Poetry Center: http://epc.buffalo.edu/authors/howe/howe_duplessis.html. DuPlessis looks at the 
“MARK” in this book as well, though not cartographically. 
 
22 This is offset like a title, but could possibly just be a separately-spaced first line. 
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Howe asks us to think about the map as an object itself. When a map rots and frays, its structural 
integrity is weakest at the points at which it has been folded. The fraying and rotting occurs at the 
edges of the map, and at the edges of the interior rectangular folds made on the subsequently 
unfolded map. The fold marks of the map create lines of intersection and connection that then 
become the weakest areas of the map. Such fold marks might account for Howe’s frequent 
employment of spaces and truncated words, interior gaps within the larger project. Unlike the 
empty semantic spaces and syntactic gaps we saw in Harryette Mullen’s work in the previous 
chapter, which were crucial for the structural integrity of lace as a form, the gaps and spaces in 
Howe’s work here indicate disintegration. We are looking not so much at a full and complete 
map, but a set of discrete map sections. After enough use, the way a person might economically 
use a map — folded only to one’s area of exploration rather than open to the region as a whole 
— becomes the only way the map can be seen. The map in question, then, is one whose 
connecting areas have begun to disintegrate, leaving Howe with a series of fragments. The 
vulnerability of the map becomes an interpretive strength for both Howe and her reader. These 
fragments both trouble the efficacy of determining an official history but also enhance the 
possibility for a secret history, one in which the fragment affords more options for the 
reconstructor. Given the insufficiencies of the colonial legacy Howe has inherited in capturing 
the wilderness, Howe finds a the disintegrated map liberatory. The breaks and gaps of the 
fragments allow us to fit in what has been heretofore neglected, to make new connections, to 
question what boundaries existed as we are no longer wedded to their organizational strategies. 
From the image of the map whose folds and edges have disintegrated, Howe points us to new 
maps and mappings. Howe both gives the surviving fragments a place of importance, 
highlighting what might have seemed insignificant in a larger whole, while at the same time 
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destabilizing that same surviving language as she reminds her reader of what else might be lost.  
 
“My shore, my sounds, my earth, my place”: Charles Olson and Poem Maps 
Understanding Howe’s attention to the sometimes-spurious rationales and technologies that 
undergird the map allows us to look retroactively at the wider-reaching map topography offered 
by Charles Olson in The Maximus Poems. Where Howe focuses on the small scale, Olson’s 
attention is directed more broadly. Olson’s opening statement in Call Me Ishmael presages the 
importance of the map a formal model in his decades-later Maximus project: “I take SPACE to 
be the central fact to man born in America.”23 His preoccupation with space and its navigation is 
taken up on the page — he eschews traditional lineation for a “composition by field” in which 
the poem’s arrangement on the page is keyed to the way Olson charts his bodily movement and 
breath. The alliance of physical space with composition by field appears in The Maximus Poems, 
which explores the shoals and shores of Gloucester, Massachusetts. In Maximus, Olson offers 
poems that form a number of typographic maps of Gloucester through his words and their spatial 
orientation. Gloucester is a seaside town located on Cape Ann, a promontory north of Boston, 
and Olson pays particular attention in his poems to the area of intersection between Gloucester’s 
harbor and its town. As part of the project of conveying Gloucester, Olson writes several poems 
whose typographical layouts convey parts of the area. Olson’s perambulations around 
Gloucester, which seek to activate its history, are formally encoded in the position of his words 
and lines. Through an excavation of different types of maps and their underlying attributes, he 
renders a deep and multivalent history of the town.  
                                               
23 Charles Olson, Call Me Ishmael, 1. 
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Olson’s self-proclaimed poetics, and the majority of critical work about him, focus 
primarily on sound and space as related to kinetic energy and the body. As Robert Duncan writes 
in “Regarding Olson’s ‘Maximus’”: “Olson insists upon the active. Homo maximus wrests his 
life from the underworld as the Gloucester fisherman wrests his from the sea.”24 I find a similar 
level of activity in Olson’s creation of a series of maps. My argument reorients Olson’s 
preoccupation with sound and space to the material form of the map. The arrangement of his 
words on these pages is map-like, most noticeably in how the line physically navigates its way 
through the page’s white space. To return to Susan Howe, we can find her characterization of the 
visual element in Maximus in her 1987 essay “Where Should The Commander Be”: “Maximus is 
for viewing. […] At his best, Olson lets words and groups of words, even letter arrangements 
and spelling accidentals shoot suggestions at each other, as if each page were a canvas and the 
motion of words — reality across surface. Optical effects, seemingly chance encounters of 
letters, are a bridge. Through a screen of juxtaposition one dynamic image may be visible.”25 
Throughout Maximus, Olson accumulates a collection of various types of maps and close-
ups of their constituent parts, embarking on a cartographic project both larger and longer than the 
histories collected in the work of his modernist forbears. Maximus takes Pound’s notion of 
returning to Ancient Greece as a point of inspiration, and while he too returns to Greece’s 
intellectual history, his project goes even further back in time: to the disintegration of Pangea and 
                                               
24 Robert Duncan, “Regarding Olson’s ‘Maximus,’” 52. In Robert Duncan: Collected Essays and 
Other Prose (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014). For more on the gendered aspects 
of wresting and projective verse see, for instance, Rachel Blau DuPlessis “Manhood and its 
Poetic Projects” Jacket 31 (October 2006): http://jacketmagazine.com/31/duplessis-
manhood.html. 
 
25 Collected in The Quarry, 186. 
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the geologic evolution of the New England coast. In amassing a collection of maps, Olson looks 
into different types of history, and the layers of orienting information from each map stratify to 
scaffold and form the book. Olson’s focus on accretion is evident first in a straight pictorial way: 
the cover of each volume of The Maximus Poems offers a map at a different scale.  
      
 
The first volume depicts a line-drawn map of Gloucester and its harbor, which includes both 
streets and landmarks as well as harbor depths. The second volume (Maximus Poems IV, V, VI) 
features a view of the globe at the point when the continents are splitting apart from Pangea. The 
third volume zooms all the way in, featuring a closeup of a map of the coast of Cape Ann — a 
map that, according to George Butterick in his Guide, is said to have been drawn in 1630 by the 
first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, John Winthrop from the deck of the Arabella.26 
The closeup perspective on this map as it is reproduced in Maximus makes it difficult to see it as 
a map on its own, and its status as such becomes clear in great thanks to the maps adorning the 
first two volume covers. Despite the accuracy of this map (it is the most accurate map of that 
shore drawn before 1765), the fragility of the four-hundred-year-old paper combines with its 
                                               
26 See George Butterick, A Guide to the Maximus Poems of Charles Olson (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1981), 590. 
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possibly-apocryphal origins to destabilize the tendency to see maps as permanent markers of 
enduring spaces. With this cover, Olson invokes the same type of artifactual disintegration that 
we saw figured closely in Secret History — Winthrop’s map is faded and unclear; we’re left to 
wonder whether, like Howe’s maps, it might have partially rotted away. The shift from the first 
two maps, which are immediately recognizable as such, to the third, whose close-up perspective 
distorts the map, offers a preview of the various degrees of legibility of the maps that show up 
within the pages of each volume. Thanks to the priming of the covers, Olson’s reader must be 
actively on the lookout for not only text iconically arranged like a map, but for poems that work 
according to the logic of the map’s constituent parts, or which may mimic the shape of an inset 
within a larger map. 
 
Olson as Cartographer: Projection and Sounding 
In his essay “Projective Verse,” Olson describes his goals for a projective or “open” verse, in 
which the lines of the poem are arranged not based on standard structures (the sonnet, the 
couplet, and the like) but rather on the force of the breath. Projection, for Olson, is the task of 
filling up the space of the page based on the way he filters language through his body. In the 
absence of external structures, the output is chiefly subjective. Olson’s notion of projection 
provides a productive place for poetry’s intersection with cartography, given that “projection” is 
also the term used for the means by which mapmakers deal with the problem of converting the 
spherical space of the globe into the flat space of the atlas page. In order to render the three-
dimensional space of the globe into the two-dimensional space of the map, cartographers must 
necessarily distort parts of the space. The cartographic projection determines the different scales 
and relative sizes of the parts of the map: the enormous Greenland and tiny Africa of the 
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Mercator Projection (first drawn in 1569), for example, were both so ubiquitous and so 
misleading that these errors finally led to the nineteenth-century creation and late-twentieth 
century adoption of the more accurate but still inherently distorted Peters version. Both map and 
poem then, are immediately concerned with a renegotiation of the world onto the space of the 
page. Reading “Projective Verse” cartographically allows us to enrich our reading of the 
arrangement of the lines on the page. Olson’s projection of his breath onto the page — its 
rendering into typewritten language — allows him to encode his own body into the map he 
makes via the poem just as it is the means by which he renders three-dimensional reality into 
two-dimensional space of the page. It also repositions the reader: the connection to the map and 
to cartographic projection serves as a reminder to recognize and remember the fiction of an 
exactly accurate representation on the page. Olson sets up a skeptical, phenomenological, 
exploratory, experimental reader, one who must take an active role in encountering and working 
through the depths and along the surface of the page. We can better accompany Olson’s 
explorations after having attended — with Howe — to the underlying technologies governing the 
map.  
Projective verse involves not just the projection of the breath, but the work of the ear in 
determining the line based on sound. Olson says that he wants his poems shaped by their sound 
as much as by their sense:  
It is by their syllables that words juxtapose in beauty, by these particles of sound 
as clearly as by the sense of the words which they compose. In any given 
instance, because there is a choice of words, the choice, if a man is in there, will 
be, spontaneously, the obedience of his ear to the syllables. The fineness, and the 
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practice, lie here, at the minimum and source of speech.27 
Sound, too, has cartographic resonance. Olson’s preoccupation with sounding out his poems 
brings to mind nautical sounding, the process of gathering data to make maps of the floors of 
lakes or oceans for use in navigational charts. His interest in history — from the classic myths of 
the Greeks all the way back through geologic time and the breaking apart of Pangea — can be 
described as an interest in plumbing depths, but, as I will show, Olson also explicitly takes up the 
real-life charts made from the practice of sounding. Etymologically, “sounding” comes from the 
Old English for “swimming” or “sea,” but it is Olson’s interest in how acoustic sound governs 
form and meaning that allows us to make this homophonic connection between the sound of 
poetry and the work of sounding.28  
With these two factors — projection and sounding — in mind, we can turn now to look at 
how they work in the poem entitled “Letter, May 2, 1959.” This poem, which comes in the first 
volume of the Maximus poems, features two sections of texts that Olson asks his reader to read 
as maps. The first appears shortly after the start of the poem, when the first few traditionally-
lineated stanzas — which detail directions for getting from one part of town to another (for 
example: “125 paces Grove Street / fr E end of Oak Grove cemetery / to major turn NW of / 
                                               
27 See Charles Olson, “Projective Verse,” Poetry Foundation, 
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/resources/learning/essays/detail/69406. In this essay, Olson 
also refers to a concept he calls “objectism.” Though I am treating material objects and object 
lessons in this dissertation, my reading does not meaningfully overlap with this. Objectism, for 
Olson is a psychological concept that offers a means by which a person can see himself as an 
object rather than as a western subject. In contrast to my argument, it is a deflection from 
considering material objects as they exist in the world. 
 
28 Though Olson wouldn’t live to see it, the two terms dovetail again in the late twentieth century 
when depth sounding came to be done exclusively via “echo sounding” SONAR. 
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road”) give way to a more kinetic, chaotic display.29 This section, which critic George Butterick 
helpfully elucidates in his Guide to “The Maximus Poems” as a map of the area of Gloucester 
known as Meetinghouse Hill, offers a visual sense of how the area’s constituent parts are 
arranged. Here, we get more of a sense of literal location; the page of the poem stands in for the 
orientation of places on the space of the hill itself: 
  (150 / I.145) 
Like Howe, Olson here uses a map to flatten three dimensions into two, but where Howe stresses 
horizons and the frontier, Olson’s work is primarily oriented to the bird’s eye point of view, 
looking down on the space from above. Olson uses words and letters to make up the field of the 
page, in the most abstract instance substituting the old stone wall with a series of Os. As such we 
can visualize on the left side how “70 paces hill falls S to marsh.” Which is to say, over the 
course of seventy southbound paces, Meetinghouse Hill turns into marshland. Similarly, we see 
the location of Babson house in relation to Meeting House Green, and where “Eveleth” goes to 
                                               
29 Charles Olson, The Maximus Poems, 150 [I.145]. 
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“Marsh St.” The map shows us these place markers and their location in relation to one another. 
Their arrangement complicates Olson’s idea of Projective Verse — linking it to more than just 
his breath. Instead, the text is laid out here in relationship to Olson’s body by way of his stride. 
The stride is notable because, given Olson’s prodigious height, it is hard to see these pace 
numbers as being reproducible by someone shorter than six feet seven inches tall. The use of 
stride in Olson has been well documented by others — George Hart, for instance, provides an 
especially helpful gloss of locomotion-based criticism in Maximus — and Olson’s own work is 
frequently invoked in conversations about peripatetic history and theory.30 Linking the scale of 
the map to Olson’s own stride significantly reduces the use-value of the poem as map here. We 
already see a challenging of the traditional bounds of a map, of its role as guide and its ability to 
relay information that can be followed by others. Or rather, the map we get is an extremely 
personalized one, one that makes the most sense for Charles Olson’s own body. Olson provides 
information that is contingent on his own body’s mechanisms, shaping the space of Gloucester to 
Olson’s stride and breath.  
Maximus is a poem project interested in the articulation of space. But there is more at 
work here: the orientation of the text on the page suggests that Olson is asking his own readers to 
take an active role; not only must they make sense of the page as a map made of words rather 
than of lines of poetry, but the reader must be physically active in encountering the book in order 
to read the non-horizontal text. If “projection” is etymologically the act of “throwing forward” 
                                               
30 See George Hart, “Enough Defined: Disability, Ecopoetics, and Larry Eigner,” Contemporary 
Literature, 2010. Eleanor Berry links language to action: “[Olson] does not take writing as the 
opposite of speech, the visual as the opposite of the oral. For him it is discourse, written or oral, 
that is the opposite of speech — discourse as comparison, analysis, or description that is the 
opposite of speech as enactment,” Berry, “The Emergence of Charles Olson’s Prosody of the 
Page Space,” Journal of English Linguistics 2002, 52. DOI: 10.1177/007542420203000105.  
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we see how Olson extends his project of projective verse to the reader — who, in order to more 
easily decipher the every-which-way text that occupies many of the pages, might either throw 
around his body or the book.31 He projects, too, himself into the reader, who must actively 
translate through the movements of her own body the translation of Olson’s body preserved on 
the page. The connection of spaces to paces, and the orientation of these words on the page, 
illustrate the challenge Olson offers to his readers — to connect a representation of the world not 
only to the subjective experience of the one creating the map, but also to the need for 
navigational intervention on the part of the one reading the map. 
Olson calls on readerly intervention not only via physical movement but also with respect 
to the temporal movement through which we come to terms with history. Olson asks his readers 
to do the additional work of excavating some of the history that the map contains. This is first 
apparent in the circuitous route Olson’s path takes him, not in a straight line from Whittenmore 
to Marsh Street, but down to Babson house and Ellery, then up Meeting House Green, and 
around the old stone wall between Bruen and Eveleth. What the circuitous path reminds us of is 
the presence of manmade obstacles on the natural landscape, obstacles that arise from the 
partitioning of Gloucester into privately owned parcels. The map is bookended with clear 
indications of personal ownership, first in “Kent property” at the top of the map and then “fence 
marking” at the bottom. The small common area in the middle, “Meeting House Green,” is 
                                               
31 In his book Charles Olson’s Maximus, Don Byrd writes: “Olson’s most radical political 
gesture is his acceptance of work as the sole, reliable content of reality. He implicitly conceives 
of work not as a penalty which the unfortunate masses must pay in hopes of opening entrances 
for themselves into the golden realms of subjectivity but as the basis for participation in the 
processes of nature,” xiii. The call here for an active reader, I argue, is a continuation of this 




drowned out by a litany of language suggesting ownership and demarcation. By marking his map 
with place names rather than say dots or pictures of little houses, Olson shows how Anglo names 
have written over the landscape. He overlays his trajectory map with aspects of the cadastral.32 
This excavation of history is key in using the map as a device through which we can come to 
understand Olson’s poems. Olson’s objectification of the map is important because it highlights 
the map as a discursive system rather than a static thing. At the same time as it is a path from 
point A to point B, the map is also a document of histories of colonization and oppression. The 
movement through space that Olson mobilizes here is also a movement through time, a look at 
sedimented histories encoded in the space he depicts. 
At the end of “May 2, 1959,” Olson complicates our reading of his maps, reminding us 
that a map is not just a representation of space, but a representation of space at a certain time. 
The map found at the end of the poem is not of Gloucester the town, but of its harbor: 
 (156 / I.151) 
Taken from a 1606 map drawn by Samuel de Champlain, the poem’s map is reduced to a series 
of numbers, denoting the depth of the harbor in fathoms as it surrounds notable coastal and 
island landmarks.33 The numbers on this map were physically sounded, and they form a record of 
                                               
32 A cadastral map, used for showing the extent, value, and ownership of land, offers too an 
etymological link to poetry — coming from the late Greek “kata stikhon” or “line by line” and 
offering a new way to think about the manipulation (and disintegration) of lines of poetry Olson 
uses here. 
 
33 Per Butterick, 221–2. 
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safe passage of de Champlain’s seventeenth-century ship through a stretch of water deep enough 
to successfully anchor between Ten Pound Island and Rocky Neck. This map asks the reader to 
think about our orientation in space as it relates to the physical imposition of the natural world, 
and further, how and by whom that orientation can be translated to the page. Scholarship on 
Olson’s use of maps tends to see the maps as working in a version of concrete poetry, one that 
stays focused on the horizontal axis of surface.34 Yet, the chart we see at the end of “May, 2,” 
unlike the one at the beginning of the poem, depicts depth, not surface. Moreover, it links depth 
to a specific moment of time: unlike other maps, depth charts expire every year — the changing 
sea floor requires re-sounding to test for rocks and sands that may have shifted to cause hazards 
for passing boats. In depicting the seventeenth-century depth figures, Olson at once adds 
historical depth by introducing the record, and at the same time takes it away by reminding us of 
its obsolescence. He grounds the twentieth century present (underscored by the poem’s title, 
“Letter, May 2, 1959,” which pinpoints for posterity and publication an exact time to which this 
work supposedly refers) in the seventeenth century past, while also surrendering the map to the 
flux of time. Olson includes the depth chart, then, to underscore the serious risk in seeing the 
terrain, or the map representing it, as static.  
The indexicality of the map and the ever-changing depth chart are neatly wedded in 
Charles Saunders Peirce’s landmark essay “Logic as Semiotic: The Theory of Signs.” Outlining 
his schema for the index, Peirce points specifically to the map:  
Some indices are more or less detailed directions for what the hearer is to do in 
                                               
34 See Christian Moraru “‘Topos/typos/tropos’: Visual strategies and the mapping of space in 




order to place himself in direct experiential or other connection with the thing 
meant. Thus, the Coast Survey issues ‘Notices to Mariners,’ giving the latitude 
and longitude, four or five bearings of prominent objects, etc., and saying there is 
a rock, or shoal, or buoy, or lightship. Although there will be other elements in 
such directions, yet in the main they are indices.35 
As Peirce demonstrates, not only are the maps themselves indexical, pointing to something in the 
real world via material on the page, but the frequent revisions required by the depth charts are 
doubly so: in that they provide an index to the map which is already itself indexical. The urgent 
necessity for revised charts is underscored by the government agencies that create these maps 
and enforced by federal law. The National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) website, even when one pulls up the most current charts, warns that the image provided 
“can be used as a planning or analysis tool and may not be used as a navigational aid.” Further, 
they bid you “use the official full scale NOAA nautical chart for real navigation wherever 
possible. Screen captures of the on-line viewable charts available here do NOT fulfill chart 
carriage requirements for regulated commercial vessels under Titles 33 and 46 of the Code of 
Federal Regulations.”36  
In addition to its connections to the regulations that would come to govern the waters it 
depicts, the depth chart also provides insight into Olson’s interest in Greek philosophy, which 
                                               
35 Charles Saunders Peirce, “Logic as Semiotic: The Theory of Signs” in The Philosophy of 
Peirce (New York: Routledge, 2014), 110–111. 
 




guided his writing of The Maximus Poems, especially at the project’s beginning.37 Olson 
subscribes first and foremost to Herodotus’s journalistic mode of history writing, that is to say, 
physically going to the places one wishes to write about. As such, Olson is in Gloucester, writing 
about Gloucester, and his page depicts the travels of his body as encoded into the map. Olson’s 
interest in Herodotus is well documented, but the depth chart also reminds us of his 
preoccupation with Heraclitus and the particularity of place at a certain time. Heraclitus’s 
pronouncement that “no man ever steps into the same river twice” is laid bare here: we cannot 
step into the same river twice; as the strict expiration of the depth chart reminds us, the 
composition of the river is ever changing. In the chart that makes up the end of this poem, we get 
an artifact of a particular instantiation of Gloucester Harbor that no longer exists. Thus, the two 
maps in “May 2,” showing both historical surface and historical depth, illustrate the tension 
between these two modes: to try to visit places that — because of the passage of time — no 
longer truly exist. The risk, then, lives in the possibility of misreading the representation: Olson’s 
reader must see the map as an indication of and a warning about the changing nature of the 
natural landscape. The waters around Gloucester are always moving, and seeing them as inert 
risks being dashed upon the rocks. As a formal model, the map itself must be seen as a dynamic 
system: not a mere illustration of a landscape, but one that brings together multiple valances and 
technologies — Olson asks us to keep history in mind while looking at geography, just as the 
map reader must keep in mind rocks that move with storms and tides while navigating with a 
                                               
37 Robert Von Hallberg’s Charles Olson: The Scholar’s Art (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1978) speaks to this. See Jeff Wild’s “A Polis of Attention and Dialogue” at the OlsonNow 




Despite his insistence on an accretive logic rather than the folly of creating one true or 
perfect map, Olson still betrays a certain attempt at mastery through increasingly deep histories. 
In “Letter 72” for instance, Olson offers a version of a genealogical map — one we can 
recognize as such thanks to the priming offered by Howe’s “Mark” — which orients his reader 
both in space and in time: 
                                               
38 J. H. Prynne points to a semantic depth — in how the simple reveals itself to be complicated 
— and the risk associated with denying it in his “Lectures on Maximus”: “Now here I have a 
warning to give you. I said that I think this poem is simple, and I really do think it’s simple. But 
there is a complication to add to that. The poem is simple, but the life it came out of, and the pre-
occupations that surround it, immeasurably dense and confused and packed with a kind of fertile 
obscurity. You should beware of those who knew him: they will tell you so much you will just 
die of it. The man has to have, had to have around him a great mass of dense information and 
confusion, a great mass of pressure, from which at any moment he could spring out another 
section of the word. So that the life he lived, that particular kind of mythology, that is something 
I think is something which will not tell you what this poem is, the poem as the simple set of its 
occasion.” Neither Prynne’s understanding of Olson’s life, nor my theory of the map as formal 
model seeks to explain away the complexity with some type of easy solution, but both I argue 
offer a means by which to more fully appreciate the density of what lies below the surface of the 




 (223 / II.53) 
 
Olson moves from the property of Gloucester’s early settlers Hilton and Davis, to the garden of 
Ann. This “Ann” may be, as Butterick elucidates, Davis’s wife, but we ought to remember the 
greater Cape Ann as echoing here as well. Olson’s poem overlays objective and subjective 
reference, muddying what we might think of as concrete (a place) and abstract (a personal 
relationship). Twice on this page are arrows, which seem to gesture forward, if in different 
directions. Howe has taught us to be skeptical; we must remember her warning from Secret 
History “arrow itself an illusion.” And so, we find that this indicating arrow orients us both 
forward and back: “& Elizabeth & Eden,” the first bringing us to Olson’s present (his own wife), 
the second back to the original biblical garden. The logic of references in the poem continues in 
this vein — back and east to thirteenth century Iranian theologian Nasir Tusi, forward and west 
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to return to the Davis swamp — just as a map shows what is to and what is fro. Again, Olson’s 
objectified map calls the reader to think about the import of history here: to see the past as not 
really past — after all, these ancestral forces find their way into the present via the map. 
 Proclaiming himself elsewhere as an “archaeologist of morning” through his poetics, 
Olson does the work of archaeology here — in its etymological sense of “origin-seeking,” 
compounded by the metaphorically historical “morning” — which serves to explicate the 
landscapes and seascapes he seeks to convey by mapping histories onto topologies, and his 
efforts raise questions about the human desire to make maps in the first place.39 Overall, Olson’s 
investment in maps cuts across his competitive impulse to outdo the historical reach of Pound 
and the others: in the inclusion of maps, he explores how we can represent the physical world 
and best communicate across time. It is through maps that he asks whether it is possible to 
represent things deeply on the one hand, and broadly on the other, and in both still have texture 
— to convey graspable, palpable, physical qualities. Olson is anxious about his impulse to map, 
to freeze or solidify the living world onto the flat page, but he is also committed to exploring the 
contours and possibilities of the maps he includes. Olson is not interested in celebrating the 
failures and frailties of the individual map, as Howe seems to be; rather, he seeks to overcome 
them. Where Howe’s maps disintegrate, Olson’s maps are accretive, piling up throughout the text 
in order to scaffold his theories on history and space. He attempts to minimize the limitations of 
the single map through collecting an array of them, building a cross-section of historical and 
geographical points into each of his pages. We ought to be engaged, his poems argue, in an ever-
                                               
39 Where Howe separated morning as an ontological category apart from the physical world, 
Olson here seeks to remind his reader of the physical and material particulars of the 
metaphorically historical morning. 
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growing collection of research and reference to shore up our position in an ever-changing world.  
As the various maps in Maximus accrete, Olson foregrounds the particular perspective — 
the individual projection — each offers, which is to say their work as indexical objects that point 
to the physical world while remaining aware that they are in fact pointing. The map is active for 
Olson — he more frequently sees “map” as a verb, than as a noun — and his poems capture the 
verve of the verb form in the poem and add up materially into a book of maps. Movement and 
action are necessary strategies for Olson in overcoming danger.40 Olson himself zooms in close 
in order to map an X: 
 (438 / III.110) 
Howe’s work stressed the importance of marking in the mapmaking process. Here Olson zooms 
in on one of the most famous examples of such marking — the X which “marks the spot.” The X 
on a map points to the location of buried treasure — but rather than a static, graphic X, Olson’s 
X is made of words and imbued with dynamic movement. The first line reads “my shore, my 
sounds, my earth, my place,” each phrase tied to the particular in being claimed as Olson’s own. 
Even in the fixity that this particularity might suggest, there is movement: Olson zooms out from 
                                               
40 For more on how Olson explores the proactive responses to danger see “1st Letter on Georges” 
and “[2nd Letter on Georges]” which detail the actions of a fishing captain and crew faced with 
storms in Maximus, 140–146 [I.136–141]. 
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shores to sounds (a word that in itself wavers between the acoustic of noises and the spatial of 
bodies of water) all the way out to earth, before ending with “place” a spatial marker entirely 
indeterminate in size. The line is upside down, requiring the reader to manipulate either the text 
or himself in order properly to read it. The specificity and particularity are overcome after the 
first line is turned on its head by the second — “afterwards, in-between, and since” — whose 
primacy we can see not only in its orientation, but also in the way it breaks the line below 
(creating a new layer visible in the map). It might be tempting to read this second line as 
suggesting something of the eternal — timelessness surmounting particularity — but that reading 
would ignore the movement between terms in the second line. “Afterwards” suggests a 
movement forward, one that acknowledges something that came before. With “in-between” 
Olson zooms inward, interrogating what belongs neither to one point nor to the next, but that 
which exists in interstitial space. Ending with “and since” moves back to the beginning, even as 
it gestures toward the future, returning from the “in-between” to the point of origin of the line, 
that which occurs immediately after a previous event. Olson makes a crux out of the crossing of 
these lines by reinscribing the particular and temporally located while at the same time ever 
shifting the words’ relationship and sense.41 
The heft of the accumulated maps underscores how Olson objectifies the map: in each of 
the previously discussed poems we see how the technologies that make up the map work 
together to teach the reader more about what the map as an object is, how it works, and how it 
                                               
41 This focus on temporality intensifies when the poem is echoed in Maximus’s last poem: “my 
wife  my car  my color  and  myself” which Alan Gilbert paints as a devastating portrait of 
Olson’s final losses. See Gilbert, “Charles Olson and Empire, or Charles Olson Flips the 




can be used. The physical instantiation of a map, with its various facets opens up the epistemic 
implications behind the object. What first appears static or simple is revealed — through 
interrogating the small-scale particulars of its attributes — a complex set of interlocking parts, 
parts that implicate not only the landscape but the cultural history that shapes and is shaped by it. 
The question Olson explores in relation to the map is a phenomenological one — how do we do 
the map? Olson is attuned to experiential mapping, but refuses to reduce his poetic maps to the 
actual map, which to him offers a fixity he hopes to avoid. Instead, his poetic maps offer an act 
of mapping that resists being fully subsumed into the actual map. Our reading of the map, 
governed by how Olson objectifies it, becomes a way to understand the internalized structure 
that then opens up the possibility for the imaginative map necessary in the articulation and 
navigation of space. The map is important for Olson as a container in which he is able to file 
certain versions of information about Gloucester and the world as he builds a complex of 
different knowledge in Maximus. The shuttling between registers and temporalities that he offers 
on the micro level in “My shore, my sounds, my earth my place,” and elsewhere repeats and 
expands over the course of the poem project. 
Take for instance, this poem from the third book of Maximus:  
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(516 / III.133) 42 
After first noting “normal mappings of / inertia & every possible action,” Olson goes on to make 
his line actually “perambulate the bounds” moving “both laterally” and “up & down.” Other 
poems within the book offer more striking experiments with visual form, but here we can see in a 
straightforward way, how Olson lets his words rove back and forth on the page, tracing contours 
as he maps the cosmos. This movement back and forth and side to side is also a tracing of the 
mechanisms by which a map is created — keyed to a structure of latitude and longitude to 
anchor it in vertical and horizontal space. Analyzing these poems as maps sharpens our 
understanding of both poems and maps; in Olson’s poetics, poems, like maps, are objects that 
orient the reader and the world. 
A necessary corollary of the map, for Olson, is the notion of danger that it brings. Maps 
are tools for orienting their readers to the risks of the terrain, pointing out rocks and shoals and 
impasses. Maps suggest not only the presence of logistical hazards, but also the epistemological 
                                               
42 As the page numbers indicate, this is from the third published volume, not “Maximus III” from 
the first published volume. 
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dangers of representing a three-dimensional world into the two-dimensional space of the page’s 
plane. The logistical dangers depicted in maps — rocks near the harbor, narrow passes, steep 
inclines — are present as a warning, and offer the map as a guide for overcoming them. 
Epistemologically, though, the map itself can be dangerous: while a map must distort its 
landscape in order to be useful (conveying a big enough area while staying small enough to be 
carried around, say), there is a risk in failing to recognize the extent of the distortion that occurs 
in the map, as well as in ignoring the time-dependence (and ideological forces present at that 
time of creation) of the displayed landscape in order to see the map as being eternally useful. 
Olson’s poetics not only put on display physical hazards, but they also, in their accretion, point to 
ways in which we might also overcome their epistemological danger. To combat the risks that 
attend maps, Olson maximizes his coverage incorporating a wide array of maps and delving 
deeply into their logics and constituent parts. 
 
Littoral Language 
Given Olson’s cartographic arrangement of words on the page as they relate to the physical space 
of the world — positioning them iconically rather than in traditional lines — as well as his 
charge to see this physical space as always necessarily in flux, the next place to turn toward in 
the course of unpacking Olson’s objectification of the map is the coast: that constantly shifting 
border point between earth and water. Like the depth chart, the coastal map also has an 
expiration date. In its constant shifting, it offers an extreme case of making determinate what is 
indeterminate, affixing a certain coastline to stand in for a natural space that is in constant flux. 
Olson charts the coast in his poem “December, 1960,” which comes a couple dozen pages after 
“Letter, May 2, 1959.” Because Olson has primed us with the subjective perambulations of the 
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Meeting House Hill map, and with the danger-tinged chart of Gloucester Harbor, we arrive at 
“December, 1960” inclined to see another map. I use the word “primed” to underscore the book’s 
educational heft. The text’s inherent difficulty, its enigmatic qualities and seeming inscrutability, 
require its readers to be active in encountering the work. In light of this, Olson’s use of the map 
offers a guide for how to approach difficult arrangements of text. In a similar vein to the 
pedagogical impulse we saw with Howe’s work in Souls of the Labadie Tract and That This in 
the previous chapter, Olson has created a primer with his earlier, recognizable maps, a text that 
teaches us, via illustrated examples (including the book covers themselves), how to read new 
material as it comes along. It is with this priming that we now arrive at a poem distinctly about 
and depicting the slip of space that divides Gloucester into land and sea. As one would in 
navigating the unpredictable and shifting territory of the coast, Olson wants us to navigate the 
poem-as-coast with care. The coast is notorious for being the most dangerous area for navigation: 
the sands and rocks under the already-shallow waters shift and move around in storms. It is a 
liminal space where the terrain can switch from land to sea at any point. Olson is drawn to this 
mutability: the coast is exactly the place to focus on as he seeks to show the motion of the world. 
Further, in bringing the coast to the poem, Olson renders the littoral — that is, the zone of the 
seashore — as the literal — the zone of language. The literal space of the page, for Olson, is 
inextricably entwined with the littoral space of the coast he seeks to convey.  
In “December, 1960” Olson begins by underscoring the uniqueness of the coast: “a coast 
/ is not the same / as land” (194 / II.24). The banality of this line is striking, and its inclusion 
suggests that Olson intends to interrogate straightforward assumptions. The coast is the 
intersection point between the land and the sea, and as such does not entirely belong to either. In 
the next line, Olson specifies: “a coast / is not the main” — which invokes both the main as in 
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mainland, and also the bounding main of the open ocean. Eschewing the main, Olson wants us to 
focus on the coast: from the coast, the land is one vast expanse of a blank unknown, and the sea 
is a similarly flat expanse. Olson reorients us to the perspective of being in between land and sea. 
The poem immediately continues: “a coast means / travel by horse / along beaches from Saco 
south / via Ipswich to, / crossing Annisquam, Gloucester / or by shallop / (long boat) across / 
Ipswich Bay.” After two negative characterizations: a coast is not the same as land, a coast is not 
the main, we get what a coast means, and what it means, argues Olson, is movement — the type 
of movement that the coastal space encourages or enables: careful steady movement, often made 
circuitous by obstructions and hazards, movement that must be renegotiated midstream to 
account for changing terrain. Whether by land or by sea — either works for this liminal space, 
with the “shallop” echoing the sound of the horse’s implied gallop — the focus is on movement. 
The renegotiations of movement are echoed in the syntax of the lines: we go from “via Ipswich 
to,” with a comma that precedes a lost location as Olson switches us to “crossing Annisquam” 
and then in the next line moves us back to the beginning, offering an alternate trajectory, this 
time by sea.  
The coast, Olson tells us, is a bustling location, its movement interrupted by danger: 
“Marblehead fishermen / got wrecked going / fr the settlement at Ipswich.” Here the urgency of 
the lines leads to the abbreviation of the preposition “from” — there is no time to spare for 
writing out the whole word. Related to the danger of the natural landscape is the danger of its 
inhabitants. Olson goes on to describe the meeting, intersection, and conflict: “A shore / life. At 
the time a frontier, woods / and Indians. Pennacooks / from the Saco south, Abnaki / from Casco 
Bay north. / How much shore / so many fishermen / scalped, and schooners / taken.” All these 
intersections and possibilities for conflict demand precision — communications between tribes 
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and factions must be precise, just as navigating one’s shallop along the rocky shore requires 
constant focus and attention.  
The formal grammar of the poem, its enactment in language of the means of interaction 
between territory and groups, is coupled with the visual elements of the poem as well. If we take 
a step back to think about the form of the poem, its qualities as map become more perceptible: 
what we see is a long, narrow strip of words.  
 [194 / II.24] 
The words are distinct from the white space of the flush left margin and the white space of the 
jagged right margin. Earlier, Olson used words and numbers to create maps of Meetinghouse Hill 
and of the depths of Gloucester Harbor. Here, drawing on Ezra Pound’s idea of the “periplum,” 
(the map of the shore drawn from the vantage of one sailing alongside it), Olson fashions his 
words into an image of a coastline, with lines jutting out as miniature promontories and 
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retreating as inlets. Because of the way the poem insists on movement, we cannot view it solely 
as a mimetic depiction of the coastline: after all, to have an image of the coast is somewhat of a 
contradiction in terms. As the poem attests, this is a place of constant movement, negotiation, 
and flux. The coastline is a transitory place, and any depiction of it must be taken as indicative 
only of a certain idea of the place at a certain time. 
The blankness of the margins indicates the general categories of land and sea that were 
less interesting to Olson. The coast is where language is: land is white space, sea is white space, 
and language is the point of focus because it is the locus of movement and transition between the 
vast expanses of white. His ability to map relies upon an emptiness that enables naming. 
Language is the border breaching different modes of existence, different aspects of the world. It 
is the site at which different realities come into contact and are translated. The coast is not just a 
line on a map delineating land and sea; it is a place with texture, with nooks and crannies to be 
explored and hazards to be overcome. We ought to think back to the depth charts from “May 2” 
here as well: when the water gets shallower and the boat approaches land, the fact that the sailors 
can see the land ahead adds to the danger. That is to say, as the land gains on the bottom of his 
ship, the sailor must navigate with all the more care, choosing the safest channels, careful not to 
blow off course as ever-smaller errors are magnified in this liminal space. In the open ocean, 
there is more room for maneuvering, but at the coast one must be precise. It is a zone where one 
dominant element, water, switches into another, land.43 The coast is a zone, then, where things 
move subtly from one element to an entirely different one. In Olson’s accretive logic, we arrive 
at the map of the coast with both the maps of surface and of depth. As we understand the heights 
                                               
43 Given that the poem is indicated as December 1960, we might think also of the intermediary 
element of ice as well. 
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and depths of a particular landscape, we ought also to attend to its edges. 
Olson’s attention to maps will be revisited throughout The Maximus Poems, but it is from 
these formal areas of cartographic focus — projection and sounding, danger, and scale — that his 
mapping of Gloucester is built. Olson uses maps not to freeze a particular version of Gloucester, 
but rather to gesture at the ways it is constantly in motion. His maps approach the town from a 
number of perspectives in order to underscore the danger of subscribing to one definitive 
portrayal. With this in mind, I would like to close by returning to Herodotus’s model of the 
historian visiting the places of which he speaks in order to convey them to his reader. In 
rendering his page into a map, Olson requires his reader’s eyes to make the same journey. 
Charles Bernstein gestures toward the importance of accretion in Maximus by focusing on the 
task it sets for the reader: “the length tends to locate the meaning in the reader’s periodic 
reimmersion in the text, with its multidirectional vectors and eddies.”44 Bernstein mentions 
eddies metaphorically to suggest paths of poetic thought, but I would argue for a more literal 
reading, one made possible by a close reading of the object under consideration: through the 
accretion of maps of Gloucester, and through particular attention to the way Olson makes a coast 
of language, he asks his readers to travel the same eddies around Gloucester Harbor in the poem 
map as he has navigated in person. Rather than simply describing the space, he allows the page 
to depict it. Olson zooms in and out from time and place to create within the space of the page 
the many journeys one would take to navigate the area in and around Gloucester. 
*** 
After Olson’s coastline poem, I want to return to Susan Howe’s disintegrating maps one 
                                               
44 Charles Bernstein, “Undone Business,” in Content’s Dream (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 2001), 323. 
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last time. As we saw in the previous chapter about her later work, Howe frequently eschews the 
parallel lineation found in traditional poetry in favor of a more chaotic cut-and-paste poetry in 
which lines are arranged in every which direction — a visual field of words and letters rather 
than a line-driven poem. Here, though, she keeps her focus to lines and rectangles — the shapes 
of the map — even as she shows them in the process of falling apart. Despite Howe’s frequent 
use of the rectangular form we saw above, her poems also attest to the fact that maps do not 
always disintegrate into neat miniature versions of their whole. The map that is rotten and frayed 
with rain might only have been exposed to the elements at a particular spot, still keeping sharp 
corners and straight lines on three out of four sides. As such, Howe invites us to look more 
closely at the visual form of other poems in the book, which might at first look like traditional 
poetry but which her early attention to the rectangle demands that we reconsider as also being 
ruled by the grid of the map. In one of these poems, Howe’s lines are immediately apparent as 
fragment. One begins with the lines “O / where     ere / he   He   A // ere I were / wher // father   
father” 
(93). 
Here, we get a sense of something missing not only on the left-hand margin neatly flush (the 
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stern border of the map we saw earlier), but, increasingly, on the right margin as well. The poem 
foregrounds its disintegration; words devolve into constituent fragments with occasional 
glimpses at clarity. The flush left margin and jagged right, recalls Olson’s coastal poetry. 
Thinking back to the O’s of the old stone wall in “May 2” where Olson marks the territory with 
his own name symbol — storybook-style, “O is for Olson” — we can think of the orphaned O in 
at the start of the first stanza as potentially referring back to Olson as well.45 This is a sequence 
that I argue should be read not only in light of Olson, but also in light of Howe’s later work that 
we saw in the previous chapter. The historical relic, half-destroyed, opens its original parameters 
back up in the course of this destruction to suggest what the landscape might have looked like 
before or during the process of gridding.  
The spacing in the first stanza suggests a missing right-hand side that would complete 
one of the over-justified grids that Howe uses elsewhere. Not only is there the sense of 
something missing off-frame thanks to the stern borders of the map, there is a sense that a 
portion of what was meant to be included even in the proscribed, limited space of the map page 
has also been denied to us. The content of the lines also foregrounds this sense of loss — the 
opening “O” serving as an invocation as well as perhaps the start of a word, the rest of which 
may well be missing. The lines that follow continue to suggest the act of grasping at something 
both missing and slipping — the “where” turns to “ere” moving from neutral location to a 
temporality past and therefore unrecoverable, a time in and out of which both the “He” and the 
“I” seem to shift in and out of. Because of the rectangular priming bookending Secret History, 
there is a sense that these lines are set up to disappoint a reader looking for the end of the line. 
                                               
45 For a longer review of Olson’s influence in Howe’s other works see Montgomery, The Poetry 
of Susan Howe, 90–94. 
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The poem becomes claustrophobic — the original borders have disappeared, but as the map frays 
and tatters its edges encroach as new borders on the space it is meant to contain. This 
encroachment does not indicate foreclosure, however. Instead, in the failure of the map to stay 
whole, the relic is transformed. This fraying offers the triumph of the environment overcoming 
the technology meant to contain it as the physical world seeps into and destroys the page, and yet 
it also points to the way in which this encroachment also makes apparent how the knowledge that 
the map seeks to convey is even more obviously contained, more limited. This failure of the map 
is the site of its newfound potential. In being given only glimpses of where pieces might fit 
together, Howe’s reader is invited to do the connective work necessary in putting together a 
fuller version of what these fragments only suggest. It is not that the fragments need their 
missing whole, but rather that each can stand on its own as map shards that invite the wilderness 
back into the colonized space of the page. Within the text, between the map fragments, Howe is 
building new mappings, new histories behind the maps. 
*** 
I will take up again many of the themes — boundaries and coasts, the shifting frontier — raised 
by the study of maps from a different perspective in my study of margins in my fourth chapter. 
Read as an object of poetic value, the map approaches these ideas from the point of view of the 
guide, an organizing principle to areas as they are connected to their physical instantiation in the 
world. The map asks its reader to think about organization and decisions made in delineating and 
codifying particular areas. In studying margins, we will trade in the space of the world for the 
space of the page looking more deeply at the hierarchies of spatial positions, in what happens 




CHAPTER THREE: Documents in Myung Mi Kim’s Commons and Trisha Low’s The Compleat 
Purge 
 
Consider a very basic form of an official document: the birth certificate. A vital record, it 
certifies that a person was born and under what circumstances the birth took place. It cites the 
persons involved in the birth and assigns value to those listed — as having power, rights, or 
responsibilities to certify the birth (in the case of the doctor or hospital staff) and as having 
power, rights, or responsibilities over the person born (in the case of the parents). In listing 
anodyne facts, the birth certificate does not capture all of the experience surrounding a birth 
(even a statistic such as hours spent in labor — acknowledging the work of the mother — would 
radically revalue what the birth certificate conveys). Nevertheless, the birth certificate serves as 
an entry into the world of other official documents: it is a prerequisite for the passport, the social 
security card, and a litany of other materials required for a person to function within and between 
state boundaries. It is not enough simply to be born: the fact of that birth must be recorded.  
The materiality of the certificate is crucial as well: only the original serves as ironclad 
proof of one’s existence, and any copies must go through their own certification process to be 
deemed legitimate. After all, the power of legal documents inheres in their material form; they 
must have the correct accoutrements — signatures, formats, seals, wording — in order to do 
actual work in the real world of social relations.1 Documents are often created and disseminated 
as forms, as templates to be filled out by the people who seek to participate in the discourses they 
                                               
1 Fall 2018 attempts at voter suppression in the state of Georgia — to purge voters from the rolls 
on the basis of anomalies with diacritics or hyphens in their names — provide a stark 
contemporary reminder of the power documents have to shape participation in public life. We 
might also think of J. L. Austin’s cautions on the necessity of appropriate circumstances for a 
performative utterance to work. See “Lecture I” in J. L. Austin How To Do Things With Words 
(Oxford: 1962), 8–9. 
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control. By filling out a document, one must adhere to its conventions in order for it to be legible 
to others and in order for the document to have power: failing to sign in the correct place 
invalidates most documents, as does filling in wrong information, or leaving spaces blank. The 
state sees the document as a sufficient creator and conveyer of rights and responsibilities. Each 
has an all-encompassing power in the domain to which it belongs.  
In her wide-ranging exploration of the influence and import of documents in public life, 
Lisa Gitelman defines them generically as something recognizable in public space; their 
“patterns of expression and reception [are] discernible amid a jumble of discourse, but they are 
also familiar objects to be handled — to be shown and saved, saved and shown — in different 
ways.”2 Each type of document does different work — a will is different from a ledger, which is 
different from a diary entry. At one end of the spectrum, officially binding documents have 
notable legal and social consequences for people and their property. In both cases what is put to 
paper mandates what people are allowed to have or do. Considering the document as an object of 
value in both the public and private sphere offers an important provocation: to acknowledge the 
private self and the labor of the documenter (including the kinds of decisions she made to render 
the document in its final form) hiding behind the more publicly accessible material. To document 
something means to make public — and codify in a particular way — what may have been at one 
point personal or idiosyncratic. The document commits to the page a level of personal interiority 
that opens up the writer to public scrutiny. Looking at the finished document — whether as an 
archival relic or an official template — we see the ways personal subjective information is used 
to create personhood in the present and the ways societally important information is rendered for 
                                               
2 Gitelman Paper Knowledge (Durham, NC: Duke, 2014), 3. 
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posterity. Rendering this information for posterity also enshrines it as educational material from 
which future readers can learn about the past (whether it is the past of a recently deceased 
person’s last wishes or the past of a thousand-year-old civilization’s laws). 
 Attending in this chapter to “documents” — as with “lace” and “maps” in the two 
previous chapters — I seek to maintain some of the dynamism of the term that inheres in its 
flexibility as both a material object, “a document” in the noun form, and also an active process, 
“to document” in the verb form. With potential as both noun and verb, “documents” captures the 
codification of information as being actively created, the product of human labor both in the 
form itself and in the way it is filled out and interpreted. Attending to these linguistic functions is 
instructive — indeed document’s Latin root doceo is a verb which means to teach, to show, or to 
point out. The noun form “document” highlights a purported objective nature, something that can 
provide “evidence,” as well as an agenda for producing information that will be necessary and 
useful for posterity (one that again, may occlude certain affective or emotional labor or 
intensity). In the definitions of the verb form, the noun is similarly present, first in “to give a 
‘lesson’ to,” and later “to prove or support (something) by documentary evidence” or “to provide 
with documents.” In the definitions of both the verb and the noun, the part of speech being 
defined cannot quite escape its other, dependent as they both are on the interplay between active 
processes and static evidence.3  
  In this chapter, which focuses on Trisha Low’s The Compleat Purge and Myung Mi 
Kim’s Commons, I take the document as a formal springboard from which to articulate a poetics. 
As my brief treatment of Low with which this dissertation began showed, documents are 
                                               
3 “document, n.,” OED Online. March 2019. Oxford University Press. 
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performative in a strict sense — they have fiat power, they decree, and many occupy a privileged 
legal position.4 The tension that inheres in “document” as at once a noun and a verb 
differentiates the more static process of including archival material inside a poetic text from the 
livelier formal incorporation of such material within the poetry at hand. The active verb forces an 
understanding of documentation as an evolving process, rather than as a relic of an earlier time 
meant to be interpreted. Low and Kim objectify documents in order to make use of this shuttling 
between object and action. Using as formal models all manner of documents from legal wills to 
immigration paperwork and diary entries their objectifications consciously work through not 
only the ways that documents illustrate facts about persons and their cultures, but also how they 
come to define personhood itself — how the collection of certain forms of information as 
required by various document templates creates a person as a legal and social entity and a force 
in the world they inhabit.   
The first volume of Trisha Low’s book The Compleat Purge (2013) foregrounds 
documents by way of a series of suicide notes formatted to look like legally binding last wills 
and testaments. Low’s project of what she will term “self on self drag” performs an exaggerated 
version of her childhood and teenage self, injecting girlish tropes and obsessions into the dry 
legal language prescribed by the will as a form. In Commons (2002), Myung Mi Kim uses 
documents to think about how we construct notions of citizenship and belonging as well as the 
ways that we encode personal information in permanent or ephemeral forms. Where Low asserts 
a volitional agency to her documents — decreeing her wishes for posterity to obey, Kim’s 
documents are more circumspect. They fail to provide sufficient information, and even, to be 
                                               
4 In Paper Knowledge, Gitelman characterizes them as actors that “simultaneously enable and 
delimit both institutional memory and system-specific or system-organized communication” 13. 
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fully accessible. Rather, Kim seems to only be able to find hints or scraps or references to the 
documents that nevertheless govern the shape of her world. Kim and Low invent their subjects 
through the acts of recording them, illustrating how documents articulate personhood. Despite or 
because of this juxtaposition, I argue that both poets draw attention to the limits of documents by 
pointing out that the ephemeral and the affective can be hidden or lost through the reifying force 
of documentary form and formulae. 
In subjecting documents to their poetic objectifications, Kim and Low each offer a 
critique of the form of the document itself, suggesting it is not nearly as comprehensive nor as 
unbiased as it is designed to appear. In the course of their works, Kim and Low both draw 
attention to the gaps that documents leave and — as we saw with both the objectification of 
textiles and maps in the first two chapters — to poetry’s capacity to acknowledge what is 
missing even if it cannot repair the harms done by these oversights. As they objectify documents 
into their poetic projects, Kim and Low refigure them not as omnipotent but as always 
necessarily incomplete, incapable of fully articulating human experience.5 In the poetry I study 
here, documentation is always then linked to the deformation of the original official forms the 
poets cite even as their process calls to mind or mimics it formally. The familiar template of the 
document is made strange — or defamiliarized in the Shklovskian sense — in the context of the 
poem.6 Rather than reading for information, we are forced to look more closely at how that 
                                               
5 Indeed, the practice of documenting can be its own undoing. In his treatment of paperwork 
during and immediately following the French Revolution, Ben Kafka writes that “national 
security was deferred and destabilized by the letters, notices, reports, tables, and registers upon 
which it depended.” Ben Kafka, “The Demon of Writing: Paperwork, Public Safety, and the 
Reign of Terror.” Representations 98, no. 1 (2007): 1-24. doi:10.1525/rep.2007.98.1.1. 
 
6 See Viktor Shklovsky Theory of Prose. Gitelman’s Paper Knowledge elucidates the varying 
media in which documents are reproduced in text (ranging from editions, duplicate reference 
copies, internal publication, or online dissemination) but her project does not delve into the 
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information is being presented formally, in this way the material particulars of the document are 
always at the fore.  
The detached, incomplete conveyance of information provided by the birth certificate 
example with which this chapter opened speaks to the document’s function as an object that 
offers an inherent critical distance from the content it may include. This critical distance appears 
in all manner of documents. By housing information that may be inflammatory in a standard 
template, the document provides a cold poetics for hot topics, one that distances writers and 
readers from the horrors they may describe. In objectifying the document, both Kim and Low are 
able to write about subjects of great emotional heft, without letting pathos overwhelm their texts. 
Put another way, the process of objectifying the document prevents an overaestheticization of 
information. Unlike the textile and the map, there is no room for lush melancholy in its form; 
rather, the document is hostile. As an official means by which state power can be wielded, it 
demands immediate attention. Its creation invites scrutiny and engenders suspicion, both from 
those who seek to confirm its legitimacy and also from those who know it to be biased or 
incomplete.7 It creates vigilance in everyone who comes across it.8  
                                               
deployment of the form of the document in literary material. It is my focus on the reorientation of 
the document’s formal elements in the service of literature. 
 
7 Charting the evolution of documentary forms of identification (as opposed to earlier bodily 
markers like scars) across the late middle ages and forward, Valentin Groebner notes that as 
identification and travel became easier with the rise of official documents, so too did 
impersonation and forgery. See Valentin Groebner, Who Are You? Identification, Deception, and 
Surveillance in Early Modern Europe, trans. Mark Kyburz (Zone, Cambridge: 2007). 
 
8 As Mae M. Ngai points out of midcentury America, “Cold War politics suspected the foreign-
born and judged migrants and refugees from the vantage point of U.S. geopolitical interests.” In 
this way, the very process of naturalization, instead of providing full access to the benefits of 
American citizenship, as it is meant to do, becomes an occasion for suspicion. Mae M. Ngai 
Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2004), 230. 
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Objectifying these forms within poetry draws attention to their structures of value. By 
moving from the bureaucratic to the aesthetic Kim and Low interrogate rather than replicate the 
logics of the document. They question how documents themselves speak to questions of identity 
and belonging as well as structures of value and inheritance. In the course of their work, both 
poets make explicit the types of power documents have. Although I do touch on personal 
archival materials as one type of document, the bulk of my focus is toward official documents 
that make use of codified templates. In these documents, language adheres to particular 
conventions to record property and social information in such a way as to have an effect on the 
material world they describe. Historical documents such as histories, registers, and catalogues all 
factor in here, as do legal documents such as wills and immigration paperwork. Kim and Low’s 
objectification results in poems which both refer to and thematize the formal characteristics of 
the documents that inspire them. The animation of supposedly static archival materials captures a 
sense of this performative element, destabilizes the idea of the static object, and undercuts the 
fundamental notion of documentation, namely, that one can make reality through paper and ink. 
 
Objectification and Documentary Poetics 
In an interview with scholar Lynn Keller, Myung Mi Kim discusses the inclusion of 
documentary material in her 2002 book Commons. Prompted by Keller as to the nature of this 
inclusion, Kim pushes back against a more normative characterization:  
I think the impulse to document isn’t necessarily concerned with a question of 
method or a conscious effort to introduce the document as an artifact. It reflects a 
different set of concerns about the possibility of opening up an experience of time 
commensurate to an experience of history. Documents evoke the possibility of 
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encounter.9  
In this rationale, Kim positions her poetry away from more established forms of the documentary 
where rote “method” or “conscious effort” govern, in order to reorient herself and her work to an 
objectified document, one in which encounter and interaction complicate the artifact. Her poetry 
objectifies documents by reflecting on what exactly the document does and how it functions as 
an object in the world. By her own account, its importance comes first from its existence in a 
transhistorical space, both reflecting the specificity of a certain moment (an experience of time) 
and remaining legible for future readers (an experience of history). But the “opening up” of time 
and history signals that this influence is not unidirectional; rather, we get the sense that 
documents can mediate both our conceptions of the future and the past. The anchoring of a 
document to a specific time, the singular, acute presentness offered by its protocols of dating, 
runs counter to the fact that such anchoring is done with an eye toward imagining a future 
moment in which someone will need to produce it. Kim underscores the document’s status as 
both fixed and mutable in time by citing “the possibility of encounter,” which highlights its 
function as a relational object: documents are objects that connect persons and organizations and 
define relationships. 
The specter of documentary poetics haunts any use of the document in contemporary 
poetry. However, documentary poetics focuses far more on the inclusion of found text than the 
idea of a formal template that defines the work of Kim and Low. The Princeton Encyclopedia 
describes “documentary poetics” as a type of poetry that “consists of, concerns, or is based on 
purportedly objective records of facts or events but uses those records to support, elaborate, or 
                                               




advance an often passionately held partisan position. At once factual and ideological, 
documentary poetics engages both the empirical world in which we live and the political or 
ethical ideals through which we navigate that world.”10 My project is distinct from documentary 
poetics writ large insofar as it is less interested in the collaging together of found documents and 
more concerned with the way documents can serve as templates to instigate new poetic forms. 
Both the template and the collage import writing that exists outside of the literary vein, but the 
collage takes the content of a document and renders it in a new hyper-spatialized form, where the 
template takes the form of a document, generalizes it, and makes it open to new and indeed ever-
shifting content.  
Through the act of recording and transcribing, the document repackages language and 
information into new forms. When archival documents appear in Kim’s and Low’s texts they are 
never simply pasted in as scanned images — even in the brief excerpts of archival documents 
present in Commons, the material in question has at least been transliterated into a font that 
matches the rest of the poems. This repackaging, a movement of texts and templates from one 
instantiation to another, calls to mind another type of movement: that of persons across borders 
and nation states. For both of these writers, location and citizenship are important considerations: 
in Kim’s work, there is also a focus on documents and the immigrant experience — a 
preoccupation with documents as what can make or break one’s existence.11 Low’s interest in 
                                               
10 A. Morris, Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, s.v. “documentary poetics.” 
 
11 In the modern era of documentation and paperwork, as we see in Valentin Groebner’s work, it 
is documents that allow for identification and transport that are the first to rise to prominence. 
More recently, Helga Tawil-Souri’s “Colored Identity: The Politics and Materiality of ID Cards 
in Palestine/Israel” Social Text 29 no. 2 (Summer 2011): 67–97 gives a compelling account of 
how bureaucracy uses the materiality of documents to erase Palestinian identity. 
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wills is more nonchalant. Wills convey a certain privilege — to have an estate that will need to 
be sorted out — and her project is far more effortlessly cosmopolitan, as each will is purportedly 
created and valid in New York despite stating her residence in various locations around the 
globe. In both cases the lines between people and the documents that define them are 
productively blurred: we come to see how these objects come to be mutually constitutive of the 
subjects they describe.  
 
“Documents of emotional excess”: Trisha Low’s The Compleat Purge 
The Compleat Purge is divided into four volumes, each with distinct generic characteristics. My 
attention in this chapter is devoted to the book’s first volume: “The Last Will & Testament of 
Trisha Low.” Its singular title belies the multiplicity of its contents: it is in fact a compilation of 
nine such last wills and testaments, inside of each of which are embedded a series of suicide 
notes, dated between February 1994 and August 2012 (notably close to the book’s October 2013 
publication date). The first volume is framed by a lengthy “DISCLAIMER” that precedes it. 
Here, the poet refers to the book’s contents as “documents of emotional excess,” a move that 
serves both to invoke the specter of legal status even as it disclaims it.12 This gesture might be 
productively juxtaposed with Myung Mi Kim, in whose poetry we see the document as an 
always insufficient genre capable of effecting great personal consequences, but unable to capture 
the full heft of what it seeks to convey. Low, by contrast, suggests that her documents are 
particularly formulated to manage or convey excess, a result, I argue, of her interweaving of the 
form of the suicide note with the legal language of the will. The injection of the suicide note into 
                                               
12 Trisha Low, The Compleat Purge (Berkeley: Kenning Editions, 2013), np. 
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the space meant to be reserved for dry legal allocations estranges both forms. 
 Wills are an especially vaunted form of document and the term itself comes from the 
wish or intention to see one’s desire carried out. As documents, wills are designed, then, to 
interpellate their readers, who — as executors, heirs, and beneficiaries — are bound to their 
terms, made to listen to their pronouncements, and then act according to their wishes.13 Wills 
offer an opportunity for the dead to act after they are gone, and in doing so to leave a specific 
legacy. They are the documents most closely linked to inheritance, and in the process of laying 
out inheritance they assign a coordinate value to the heirs and beneficiaries they list. In order to 
be effective in directing the payment of debts and allocation of assets and property, wills must 
follow strict formal guidelines that adhere to the legal codes of the place (nation and or state) in 
which they are written and executed, and while the particulars of each person’s estate are 
necessarily different, the template upon which all of the distributions and allotments are made is 
the same.14  
 As we saw in the introduction to this dissertation, Low subverts these conventions in her 
book. The Compleat Purge uses the boilerplate divisions of the will (the sections she includes, in 
various combinations, are: “Preliminary Declarations,” “Specific Bequests and Devises,” 
“Executor and Administrative Powers,” “Guardianship Provisions,” “Testamentary Trusts for 
                                               
13 While the beneficiaries are required to follow the terms of the will, the law itself can override 
certain bequests, as in the case of illegal bequests to terrorist organizations, or the undue burden 
of a bequest to a child on the condition of their divorcing their spouse. See Lori J. Perlman, 
“Preparing for Estate Administration,” The New York State Bar Association (2012), 15. 
http://www.nysba.org/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=52824. 
 
14 The New York State Bar Association strongly advocates against writing one’s own will, 
advocating instead for securing the guidance of an attorney: “An invalid will can result in your 
assets being administered under the Distribution Rules of Instestacy” http://www.nysba.org/will/. 
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Minor Child(ren)” and “General Provisions”) to highlight ways she conceptualizes and 
compartmentalizes her relationships with others, putting affective relations at the fore where 
much drier allocations are usually found. Of course, in any will there is an implicit language of 
valuing — of persons in addition to (and through) the valuation of assets passed down to them — 
but Low’s formulations reworks this by addressing each section to a person or persons she values 
within the framework of the legal language, foregrounding her relationship and then explicitly 
discussing her feelings and friendships in the course of allocating her possessions.  
 Low links the formal impulse toward estrangement and these documents in particular to 
teenage rebellion. They are, in the words of her disclaimer, “A transcription of personal 
ephemera” that “seeks to dress itself in the textual markers of the author’s adolescence.” The 
disclaimer itself belongs to the language of the document, acting in the vein of a legal rider or 
other official protection of speech. Low writes: “Composed of suicide notes, fangirlish 
figurations of cybersex and romance novels, these documents of emotional excess have been 
squashed into the more legible and somewhat restrictive form of ‘conceptual project.’” Much of 
the attention to Low’s work thus far has centered on this idea of “conceptual project.”15 In this 
chapter I position Low not in terms of the larger story of conceptual writing, but rather as a poet 
grounded within the specific material site of the document. It is only through looking at Low’s 
work in the context of the will that we can come to understand the systems of value and the 
affects that undergird them that together underlie relationships and inheritance. 
Low’s work asks what happens when the documents at hand are not just metaphorically 
                                               
15 Low addresses her relationship with Conceptual Writing in a 2015 essay for SFMoma: “On 





personified but instead deeply personal — giving not insufficient information but far too much. 
She couches a confessional subject matter in the dry legal format of the last will and testament 
— a move that both distances and heightens its emotional impact. Formally, this document gives 
Low a physical space in which to create a distance from the material for her reader. The template 
of the will surrounding its content — the suicide note proper — slows down the reading 
experience. It stymies the narrative flow of the project with repetitive structural language that 
gives the sense that each will is a new start, rather than a simple continuation of the 
autobiographical picture that is being unfolded.  
 
Preliminary Declarations 
Low’s opening “DISCLAIMER” presages the unemotional format of the will by 
including the standard legal jargon one might expect to find on a work of fiction: “Please note 
that only the original characters and plot are the property of the author of this story. And she is, 
of course, in no way associated with the owners, creators, or producers of any previously extant 
material.” Roping the legalese of publication and the copyright page into her published book 
begins a mise-en-abîme of documents within documents, drawing attention to paratext itself as 
having literary merit.16 In juxtaposing “original characters and plot” with “previously extant 
material” Low — tongue firmly in cheek — invites her reader to interrogate the boundary 
between such categories, especially in a text as formally regimented as this one. The conclusion 
to Low’s disclaimer makes explicit the interplay between fact and fiction:  
Use of all of the above is simply a means of problemetising [sic] the promise of 
                                               
16 For more on the paratext, we might turn to Gérard Genette’s Paratexts, and indeed to my 
fourth chapter, where Tan Lin and M. NourbeSe Philip objectify margins.  
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an authentic identity — a fantasy of authenticity entirely separate from dominate 
masculine ideology or outside of melodramatic codification. In this strange 
artificiality of self-on-self drag, identity politics becomes redundant. Instead, as 
Anna Watkins Fisher writes, ‘feminism’s double bind, rather than being resolved, 
becomes more deeply inscribed in its tactical recourse to parasitism, taken up as a 
model of perverse appropriation that seeks to undermine the very thing that it 
depends upon in order to do so.’ No copyright infringement is intended (np) 
Even the ‘personal’ for Low is still a construction rather than an unmediated transcription. 
Mediating her personhood through the objectified document provides Low with a new way of 
reappropriating the material of her own life.  
 The conclusion to the disclaimer shows Low’s move inward to be predicated on her 
concept of “self-on-self drag,” which employing the document as a form allow her to more easily 
achieve. Through the distancing language of the document, Low is able to create a character that 
— in the vernacular practices of the drag queen — is a more exaggerated and decidedly 
performed version of herself. Low presents the document as a mode of encounter — to repeat 
Kim’s term — between a person and herself. Moreover, her teenage letters reorient the usually-
sidelined perspective of the flighty teen to one of serious poetic interest. The notion of self-on-
self drag is particularly interesting in light of the legal heft of the will as a binding document, the 
sound mind and body of its testator being its chief requirement. This requirement of sound mind 
and body is standard even though a will is ideally not actually written by the person who 
purports to have put it together, rather it is a creation of the lawyer through which the testator has 
filtered her wishes. If Low’s wills purport to be from a person who turns out to be a character, 
this may well simply reinforce their proximity to the wills sanctioned by law offices. Moreover, 
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given that there is legal precedent for a will to be thrown out on the basis that it sounds like it is 
not in the deceased’s voice, Low’s choice to develop a strong character through her ‘self on self 
drag’ may well be seen as a legal strength in her wills, rather than a detriment.17 Low’s 
aestheticization of the will seems always to be pushing up against its limits of legal 
enforceability — encouraging her reader to find a way for it to be so. 
 As part of her “self on self drag” Low leans heavily into what one might term a teen 
aesthetic. The stark white cover opening to reveal hot pink endpapers is indicative of this 
bursting of emotion, underscored by the handwritten blurbs and title which call to mind the genre 
of the adolescent journal. She visually baits her reader with the idea that the documents within 
are an unvarnished portrait of a troubled teen. We are invited to question the book’s title and to 
ask whether someone so young would be full enough of life experience to purge. The title also 
provides another paradox for the text’s documents: when one completes a purge, the elements 
purged are meant to be destroyed (and indeed the process of purging is often one in which 
destruction is itself the means). Low, however, offers a text full of “documents of emotional 
excess.” If purging is meant to destroy documents, it is not a process by which one makes a 
record of those documents. Low’s book, as a purge, somewhat ironically creates the 
documentation of the things she is supposedly ridding herself of. It is the incorporation of these 
                                               
17 Law professor Karen J. Sneddon argues that attention to voice is crucial when drafted by an 
attorney: “Testamentary counseling ‘cannot be fulfilled with a fill-in-the-blanks system of will 
interviews, and lawyers who insist on operating their wills practice as if they were taking driver-
license applications should get into another line of work.’ Accordingly, estate planners must 
focus on the particular testator’s wishes rather than shunting the client to a pre-drafted form.” 
(720) and even when one writes one’s own will, voice-related problems can arise: “Even wills 
written by the individual testator may lack voice. For a will to truly reflect the individual’s voice, 
the answer seems to be for the individual testator to write the document.” (728–9) See: Karen J. 
Sneddon, “Speaking for the Dead: Voice in Last Wills and Testaments.” 85.2 St. John’s L. Rev. 
683, 754 (2011). 
 
 153 
legal documents within the framework of poetry that allows us to take stock of the knowledge 
and experience gained and lost in the documentation process. 
 The “compleat” in the book’s title is a potential stumbling block as well. Given Low’s 
insistence on retaining British spellings and turns of phrase, we might first see the term, as the 
Oxford English Dictionary puts it, merely as an archaic spelling of “complete.” In the American 
sense though, we find it, following Izaak Walton’s The Compleat Angler, as more specifically 
meaning “quintessential,” something which has “all necessary or desired elements or skills.”18 In 
this vein, the title suggests that the teenager is the most quintessential of purgers, that taking on a 
teen persona provides the opportunity not for emotion recollected in tranquility but emotion 
fueled by an influx of uncontrollable hormonal urges. Low’s distancing of herself from the 
character of herself through self-on-self drag also provides an ironic juxtaposition of the 
character of an immature and troubled contemporary youth with the voice of a scholarly writer 
who can name check Izaak Walton and his tradition of humanist knowledge.19 Where the reader 
is meant to position Low on this spectrum is a matter of uncertainty. As Low’s volume 
illustrates, this uncertainty is part and parcel of the document — it claims to be definitive, but 
even in dry legalistic allocations of property and affection there is room for interpretation. 
 
 
                                               
18 See Merriam Webster as opposed to the OED, s.v. “compleat.” 
 
19 An additional shadow reference here is Ron Silliman’s The Age of Huts (compleat), the 
“compleat” in whose title is decidedly more expected since Silliman’s text is a retrospective 
issuing of expansive and important early work. Low’s early-career “compleat” is a cheeky 
riposte not just to historical guidebooks but also to the status of her work as adjacent to the 




Low’s choice to base her first volume on the form of the will signals a full understanding of the 
performative power of this type of document, and she immediately undercuts the sterility of the 
form by reinvigorating it with extraneous personal information — the allocations of particular 
belongings are accompanied, for instance, by disquisitions on the items themselves or on the too-
deep rationales for why the beneficiary ought to have them. This practice of over-disclosure 
frequently operates through her teen aesthetic, and so part of what she interrogates here is the 
role of the (legal) document in the lives of minors: she considers what documents could be 
accessible to minors, and what they would look like if they were. Low’s eponymous character 
does not have particularly valuable possessions to dole out in her collection of wills, written as 
they are over the course of her childhood and young adulthood. What she is doing, then, is 
signaling emotional attachments to both people and things couched within the legal language of 
the will.  
The attachments Low signals have a strange temporality, one that reflects the strange 
temporality inherent in documents writ large. As records and as certifications, documents insist 
on a presentness indicated by the dates and signatures they so often contain. After all, documents 
are prepared after an event occurs, or after a decision has been made upon which the document is 
based. In this way, they’re always a little belated. At the same time, the document must look ever 
forward — anticipating future uses, circumstances, and challenges when someone might try to 
produce it.  
The temporality of the document is something to consider in placing Low’s own work 
within a historical trajectory. Much of the scholarship on conceptual writers focuses on the 
flattening-out of poetic affect that conceptual methods allow, something that conceptual writers 
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themselves have been quick to embrace.20 In placing Low in a group of poets who participate in 
the objectification of poetry, I seek to reorient her work by presenting it as richly historically 
inflected. By incorporating wills in her text, Low not only calls up a history of the material 
object itself, but she also puts herself in a subgenre of poets for whom the will has served as 
formal poetic inspiration. Low is not the first poet to structure a poem as a will. She is in notable 
anglophone company with Isabella Whitney, who in 1573 was arguably the first English woman 
to have a volume of her poems published.21 Low is often characterized as belonging to a 
feminine tradition of confessional writing22 — albeit in a way that turns the genre on its head — 
but with this formal connection to Whitney, she inserts herself into a lineage of women writers 
stretching as far back as canonically possible within the English language tradition.23  
 In the French tradition, Francois Villon, even earlier, writes Le Petit Testament and Le 
                                               
20 Kenneth Goldsmith speaks to conceptual writing’s decimation of poetic tradition in his 
characterization of the movement with and against the coterminous “Flarf” group: “Conceptual 
Writing rarely “looks” like poetry and uses its own subjectivity to construct a linguistic machine 
that words may be poured into; it cares little for the outcome. Flarf is hilarious. Conceptual 
Writing is dry. Flarf is the Land O’Lakes butter squaw; Conceptual Writing is the government’s 




21 Poetry Foundation, “Isabella Whitney” https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/isabella-
whitney.  
 
22 Low literalizes this association with a poem collected in the Conceptual Writing anthology 
Against Expression entitled “Confessions” wherein she attended five consecutive confessions 
with priests and transcribed their conversations and the penances they assigned her. See Against 
Expression ed. Craig Dworkin and Kenneth Goldsmith, (Evanston, Northwestern University 
Press, 2011), 352–8. 
 
23 One might even go as far back as to trace the earliest hints of this in Horace’s Ode 3.30 with 
the famous “non omnis moriar” though by that point the formal elements of the will are no 
longer present and such a study would quickly need to spread to include an overwhelming litany 
of deathbed and legacy-theorizing verse. 
 
 156 
Grand Testament (1456, 1461), which address his heirs and bequeath his possessions. Low’s 
project is one that combines the impulses of both Villon and Whitney. Low’s historical 
interlocutors put her in performative company as well — Whitney’s will is a poem about being 
forced to leave London; the death she plans for is a metaphorical one. That metaphor is a 
complicated one though; as we will see in Kim’s treatment of immigration, the ramifications of 
obligatory travel are fraught with paperwork, even if the will is not the paperwork required. 
Low’s repetition of bequeathals as suicide notes undercuts the performativity of the testamentary 
utterance. What Low gains from the Villon example is participation in a lineage in which the will 
is used as an opportunity to provide a bildungsroman in brief — as though the will demands a 
sketch of the author’s life (a premature — or belated? — obituary) before getting down to the 
brass tacks of divvying up one’s assets. By crafting her volume as a series of wills, Low provides 
in each a distinct snapshot of her life at that point, offering information that signals affective 
relationships more than the legal form requires. The snapshot quality of the will — which Low’s 
foregrounding allows us to see as a quality in both Villon and Whitney— then underscores an 
aspect of the form: wills, as documents that are supposed to make things happen, frequently end 
up becoming merely records of how things are. 24 Even as documents particularly oriented 
toward the future, these wills become documentary proof of the present (or a present that is soon 




                                               
24 At the snapshot moment in which Whitney’s will is written, she finds herself in a powerless 
position bequeathing to others what is already in their possession. 
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Specific Bequests and Devises 
Low’s individual wills all follow the same organizing conventions. They are divided into discrete 
sections that mirror the constituent parts of a will (general provisions, specific bequests and 
devises, executor and administrative powers, et cetera), within which she embeds suicide notes to 
various addressees. Though some of her wills have fewer sections, Low uses the framework of 
legal terminology to map a reliable series of different types of relationships. Each will is 
preceded by a dedication: “In Memory of Trisha Low / (1988–[date])” indicating the date at 
which the particular will is meant to have been written. The will proper then begins on the 
following page which is headed “Last Will & Testament of Trisha Low // I, Trisha Low of [City, 
Country] declare that this is my Last Will & Testament.” Low’s first will, dated 1994, exhibits a 
childishness one might expect from its author’s age at the time as she locates herself — 
following Stephen Dedalus in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, as “Trisha Low of 
Singapore, Singapore, The World, The Milky Way, The Universe” (13). The suicide note which 
begins under “Article I / Preliminary Declarations” looks less like a suicide note and more like 
an attempt on Low’s part to plan ahead in case of an accident:  
Dear Mommy and Daddy and Marsha, 
 If you are reading this then it means that I am dead. I am very sorry. It’s OK 
though because I still love you a lot. It is Wednesday today and I had a good day 
but I saw the flood on TV where two tents and a sleeping bag got washed away so 
just in case! I also saw one of the tents catch fire even though Mrs. Chan at school 
told us wet things are not supposed to burn. Here are some things I want because 
even though I know little girls do not tell adults what to do because I guess if I am 
dead then it is like I’m already an adult. (14) 
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The last sentence in Article I highlights the girlish logic one might expect from a five-year-old 
child. It again signals Low’s affinity for experimental temporality. The will allows Trisha to 
speak from beyond the grave, to transcend to a place where a child can also be an adult.25 Not 
only does the line suggest that dying makes her already an adult, its run-on syntax — yoked by 
the “because” — forces the reader back to the start of the sentence in order to remember how it 
ought to be parsed. The return to the beginning of the sentence it occasions mirrors the logic of 
the will as a document whose every word must be carefully considered.  
 Low’s letter continues on the next page with Article II entitled “Specific Bequests and 
Devises”:  
1. Marsha should have the $1 I got from the tooth fairy yesterday even though the 
tooth fairy also gave her $1 for just being my little sister 
2. She can also have my pink power ranger because it is better than her yellow 
one. 
3. Mommy can have my jewelry but not the scrunchie with the green crayons in 
it. 
4. Daddy can have everything else. 
5. Caroline can also have my books and my Minnie Mouse night-light because 
she is scared of the dark and still drinks milk out of a baby bottle. Also maybe my 
hair clips because she is going to look weird until all her hair grows back. 
 
I have to go now. Mommy you are telling me I have to go to Chinese Tuition 
                                               
25 I here, as in the introduction, followed a practice of specifying “Trisha” to refer to the 
character created by “Low” the poet.   
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Where it would suffice in an ordinary will to merely list the objects to be divvied up, Low’s will 
offers extraneous information through which her reader can get a better sense of the persons and 
circumstances surrounding her life and death.26 Trisha’s bequest of tooth fairy money registers a 
posthumous resentment against her sister for participating in the younger sibling’s prerogative to 
get something as a consolation prize for an achievement of the older sister. Her friend Caroline, 
too, gets short shrift despite her inheritance as she is outed both as a baby scared of the dark and 
as a girl with a terrible haircut. The haircut itself is cause for concern in getting a sense of Low’s 
speaker, as it may signal a disease or its treatment, or may perhaps even be a result of an 
intervention by a scissor-wielding young Trisha herself. 
As Trisha ages, her specific bequests and devises evolve The terms “bequest” and 
“devise” are relevant to understanding Low’s manipulation of the will as a document as the 
second section of each of Low’s wills is entitled “Article II / Specific Bequests and Devises.” 
“Bequest” comes from Old English for “to speak.” The term suggests the power of performative 
utterance that inheres in the will, the declaration of something that is binding in its very 
articulation. For its part, devise, as a noun form is related to the variant “device” in the early 
sense as “will or desire.” This resonance points us back to the volume’s overall structure, 
                                               
26 Again, Low baits us to see these explanations as extra-legal or in conflict with conventions of 
legal language. Sneddon, though, argues that explanations for the allocation of particular assets 
are a beneficial part of will drafting, citing legal precedent as far back as the will of Benjamin 
Franklin “Speaking for the Dead,” 742. 
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wherein the term “will” indicates not only the structure to Low’s poetic form (last will and 
testament) but also, playfully calling attention to its etymological origins, its content — the 
articulation of her own desires, the form by which she decides or initiates action (thy will be 
done). The designation of both bequests and devises introduces some ambiguity in what follows. 
In America there is no legal delineation between bequests and devises, but in England a bequest 
is the term used for an inheritance of personal property — like goods — while a devise is for real 
property — as in “real estate.”27 That division is important in wills such as the one dated 2003, 
which opens with a declaration locating its maker in “High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, 
England, Great Britain” and closes with a statement claiming that it was “signed this 24th day of 
September 2003, in New York City.” Already, then, we find in Low’s will a linguistic tension 
between New York City, in which she signs her will, and High Wycombe where she says she 
resides. We will see echoes of this geographical distinction in the way Low’s volume explores 
notions of what we might constitute as “real” property in all senses of the word.  
As one might expect of a fourteen-year-old girl, Trisha does not have any real property 
(in the legal sense of land and immovable buildings) to pass on, so the specifics of this section all 
amount to either bequests — in the British sense — or devises — in the American sense — that 
is, an array of personal property. The ambiguity of Low’s authorial frame — when she acts as 
character and when she acts as poet — works in concert with the ambiguity of the language 
outlining her estate to prod her readers into reconsidering these biases. Her wills dare us to see 
the personal property she enumerates as nevertheless having real value, as material we ought to 
take seriously.  
                                               
27 See Black’s Law Dictionary, s.v. “devise.” Black’s Law Dictionary, Tenth Edition (St Paul: 
Thomson Reuters, 2014).  
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As I outlined before, Low’s position as a teenage girl affects her efficacy in assuring the 
outcome of her estate. If she has limited power to ensure that this property comes to those to 
whom it ought to come, perhaps we ought to return to the etymological roots of bequest as 
declaration. We can read the allotments with an eye toward learning about the people to whom 
she bequeaths her possessions, and the relationships she shares with them. Low’s possessions are 
organized under headings of those to whom they are bequeathed. The lists are pretty neatly 
organized, a separate line for each item. Take the bequests to “Slaine,” for example:  
~A History of Violence DVD 
~The Brothers Grimm DVD 
~Domino DVD (I know, Keira Knightley, but bounty hunters) 
~The Legend of Zorro DVD 
~My William Blake collected poems 
Taken together, this is a bizarre collection. Not the polished capsule of a cineaste, these DVDs 
offer a glimpse at a messy array of tastes — an appreciation of film unconcerned with critical 
acclaim. The parenthetical next to Domino hints at what some of these valuations might be. She 
denigrates its lead actress, “I know, Keira Knightley,” in order to signal her familiarity with a 
larger cultural conversation about Knightley’s inadvertently polarizing screen presence. That 
said, proving her fluency in this cultural debate does not actually offer her reader insight as to 
where Trisha herself falls in the critique. The direction of the defensiveness in this parenthetical 
is, instead, ambiguous. The reader is left to wonder whether Slaine and Trisha share a negative 
opinion of Knightley, or whether Trisha seeks to ward off Slaine’s unique criticism, or, indeed, 
whether the parenthetical is for readers to head off any judgment they might bring to an actress 
with whom neither girl has a problem.  
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Then too, there is the order of the allocations: Low bookends three critically reviled 
pieces with a widely acclaimed film in Cronenberg’s A History of Violence and a canonical 
literary collection in Blake’s poems. In this way, Low not only juxtaposes high and low culture, 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ taste, but creates a logic to the list: sandwiching the trashier picks between two 
options that might seem like more worthy bequests, a Trojan Horse of bad taste. By bringing 
together extremes in the spectrum of critical opinion, Low raises the status of the three more 
reviled pieces by association with the two others. At the same time, this juxtaposition also serves 
to undercut the critical acclaim of the two works considered most aesthetically superior — is 
there something uniquely teenage-girl about liking Blake or Cronenberg? Is there more 
connection between bounty hunting Keira Knightley and William Blake than we might think? 
And is our heretofore reticence to connect them — to, indeed, eschew not only bounty hunting 
movies but Keira Knightley herself and instead put A History of Violence atop many year-end 
best-of lists a revelation of the types of political and ethical concerns that shape any aesthetic 
judgment?  
Indeed, this entire section of the will may be about making these declarations as an act in 
itself. Since these DVDs all came out in the year 2005 and not 2003, they cannot possibly exist at 
the time of the writing of the will, and their placement here reads like an act of creation of the 
items themselves. The warring locations of Low’s will also present a logistical hurdle for 
understanding what might be real in the piece — how has Trisha traveled from the High 
Wycombe of her residential declaration to the New York of her signing? In this way, the play 
Low engages in between the real and the personal is echoed in this straining of the realism of the 
world she has created within the text. Or, on the other hand, given the privileges inherent in the 
will itself — that one has to have the resources to write one in the first place — perhaps this is 
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not all that farfetched a reality, and that what Low conveys through Trisha is a global citizen, 
moving effortlessly around the world, jetting between Europe, Asia, and America (other wills 
have her residing in Singapore and Philadelphia) depending on the resources each afford. 
With this in mind, we can return to the distinctions between bequests and devises. In the 
strictest historical sense these two terms were created to separate the personal from the real — 
but saying that personal property and real property are absolutely exclusive of one another 
invites the laymen’s definitions as well. We know that none of Trisha’s property is real in the 
legal sense, but we find here now that much of the personal property is not actually real, in the 
sense that it cannot exist at the time that she purports to bequeath it. Low plays with these two 
senses of what is real in order to destabilize the contours of her text. This second layman’s 
definition of the real, bears particular political weight when we consider the contingency of 
Trisha the character’s position as a teenage girl.  
 
General Provision 
For all of the impossibilities of Low’s wills, she gestures toward the desire for their fulfilment by 
including in all but the first and last wills a section on “Executor and Administrative Powers,” 
which she uses to write a letter to a trusted friend (the recipient varies over the course of the 
volume). These sections are the closest Low gets to nostalgia. In Trisha’s letter to “grace” in the 
2007 will, she closes with: “so i just wanted to say / out of everything // remember the days when 
you said fuck the five o. / and life was carefree. / and life was good” (59). The lyric 
expansiveness of these sections has a sweetness that verges on the sappy. It is in this section in 
particular that the embedded suicide notes heighten the communicative function of the will. As 
writing meant to come from the grave, the will is still a one-sided communiqué, and the 
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epistolary format embedded within these almost invite the possibility of a conversational back 
and forth, though the suicide note is itself a letter that cannot be answered. The exaggerated 
sentimentality of this section is both bolstered by its canonization in the official will, and 
undercut by it as the text grounds itself anew in the next subtitled article. As much as the address 
to the executor offers a glimpse into a shared history and a valuation of a particularly close 
friend, by embedding suicide notes within the text of each will, Low also gestures toward serving 
as her own executor. The implied pun is that she executes herself through the will. In this 
execution is at once the decisive carrying-out that the will is meant to do (which is to say the role 
of the executor) as well as the entry through death of an experimental temporality in which Low 
is able to act outside the bounds of ordinary time.  
 The subsequent wills follow much the same formula — with some adding “Guardianship 
Provisions” in which the letters are addressed to her lovers, and one which features a 
“Testamentary Trusts for Minor Child(ren)” in which she makes arrangements for her friends to 
look out for a younger classmate. These sections generally function in much the same way as the 
“Bequests and Devises” and “Executor” articles, as various moments of accounting are 
interspersed with personal revelations and messages. Though the addressees and certain 
individual sections fall in and out over the course of the volume, Low ends each will with the 
same decisive formal gesture. Each final page is entitled “General Provisions,” which contains 
the same boilerplate language (save for a date customized to each will): 
If any beneficiary or beneficiaries of this Will shall contest the Will or in any 
manner attempt to have it or any trust or beneficial interest created by it declared 
invalid, such person or persons shall receive no benefits from or interests under 




I have entered neither into a contract to make wills nor a contract not to revoke 
wills. Any similarity of the provisions of my Will to the provisions of the will of 
my witnesses or any other person, if any, executed on the same or on different 
days than my Will, shall not be construed of as evidence of such a contract. 
 
Unless specifically set forth in writing and acknowledged by the donee thereof, of 
any gift I have made or will make during my lifetime shall not be treated as 
satisfaction, in whole or in part, of any device or bequest in my Will. 
 
On this [day] day of [month], [year], in the City of New York, State of New York, 
I hereby sign this document and declare it to be my last will. 
The stilted, dry quality of the language in this repeated section feels suspiciously cut and pasted 
from standard text, which Low confirms she found online “as a template to write into.”28 By 
incorporating this outside material, Low underscores the formulaic nature of the will as a 
document even as it claims to be particular to its writer. Even though it is the least personal 
section of the book, this repeated form takes on an element of self-on-self drag in its blatant 
deployment of cliché legal language. The language of beneficiaries — and the safeguarding 
against potential attempts to declare the will “invalid” — within this section invokes the 
disclaimer from the book’s beginning. Both recall the world outside the book and double down 
                                               
28 Trisha Low, Personal communication to author, April 25, 2017.  
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on the internal universe in which its characters exist. In calling to mind the world outside the 
book through boilerplate legal language, Low also signals the possible complications that could 
result from that outside world should she herself face a legal challenge. The contractual language 
in the second paragraph — “I have entered neither into a contract to make wills nor a contract 
nor to revoke wills”  — also invites a reading with an eye toward the book’s publication, as we 
consider the practicalities of book publishing and the publishing contract that she had to enter 
into in which she agreed to write such wills.  
 The repeated “General Provisions” poem (together with the fiction-signaling disclaimer) 
forces us to register the precarity of personhood by bearing out the devices of the will, a form of 
document that casts itself as factic and omnipotent, but is actually a fiction. This fiction is 
brought to the fore when we consider the legal ramifications of discrepancies. The presence, in 
such a highly regimented form, of the extra “of” printed after “thereof” in each set of “General 
Provisions” brings with it questions of the role of error in legal writing. The extra “of” here 
would not constitute a large enough oversight to invalidate the will, but its presence draws 
attention to the hierarchies that exist within what is considered correct language. Were Low to 
have omitted more crucial information — say the “not” later in the sentence, she may have 
thrown the document into disarray.  
 The notion of the unenforceable will, too shoddily or erroneously constructed as to be 
valid, should be kept in mind when reading Kim, who will cite the human costs of the 
“transposition of even a single syllable.” The stakes are high: one dependent on the provisions in 
a will could be left to starve as a result of the errors of its preparer. To again see how the will 
knits Low’s conceptual project into a literary historical tradition, we might turn to Charles 
Dickens’s Bleak House as a forbearer that thematizes the hazards of shoddy will-writing: the case 
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at the novel’s core is only resolved just as the estate has lost all its money to legal fees. As 
ironclad as the legal document can seem, a small error like this can serve as a reminder of the 
precarity of any inheritance. Moreover, it illustrates how the law’s fetishization of the perfectly 
competed form is itself a fiction — the lawyers and executors interpreting the documents can 
interpret discrepancies with varying levels of strictness. They are able to do so because rather 
than being a static and factic artifact, the will — like any document — is a human creation, a 
collection of tropes inside of which are elements deemed to be of varying importance. 
 The final sentence of the General Provisions section offers a window into practical 
considerations and enforceability of these wills. Aside from the fictional property and the 
logistical considerations for which we are invited to suspend our disbelief, there is the interesting 
moment of the signature, a requirement for a valid will. Where the legal format is meticulously 
followed elsewhere, Low does not include a signature on these pages, nor even a typewritten 
rendering of her name below where one would be. Despite failing to sign where the document 
asks her to, there is one place in which Low signs her name: on the book’s cover itself. The 
longstanding legal necessity of writing documents in one’s own hand,29 and the resources 
devoted to handwriting analysis and the like in situations where the writer is unclear move the 
writing on the outside of the book from the casual genre of the handwritten journal (which it first 
invites us to consider it as) to the more official document. Rendering the book’s title and her 
name in her own hand suggest Low’s stamp of approval; she signs off on its contents. 
 The single signature on the book’s cover also belies the plurality and temporality of the 
wills included within it. Both the suicide note and the will are always belated; they are meant to 
                                               
29 See again Bleak House and its subplot on the handwriting of one of the disputed will’s 
copyists for literary precedent to this end. 
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be read after the fact of a person’s death. Each is written with a respect to a particular moment in 
time as offering a snapshot of the deceased’s life and mindset at that particular point, but both 
forms are nevertheless read only after those circumstances have changed irrevocably. Moreover, 
a will is designed to be a singular document, its uniqueness signaling its legal enforceability — it 
is meant to be the only possible manifestation of a person’s last wishes. Are the multiple wills we 
see in Low’s book meant to be read as a series of revisions? Low never really reapportions her 
specific belongings, suggesting that instead each iteration is meant to capture the allocation of 
new books and clothing rather than reevaluating those for whom she has already provided. 
However, by virtue of being a “Last Will & Testament” each new will is legally meant — by its 
very creation — to invalidate all those that came before it.  
 In the sample language for a Last Will and Testament offered by the New York State Bar 
Association, the declaration of the will from the very start ought to end with “revoking all wills 
and codicils at any time heretofore made by me.”30 That Low omits this language suggests a 
desire to keep her previous work intact — to turn a single legal document into an archive of the 
self. Nevertheless, the final will suggests an invalidation of the entire project thus far. It omits all 
secondary sections, finishes with the boilerplate “General Provisions,” and its only other element 
is the “Preliminary Declarations” which read (without specific addressee): “It’s enough to die of 
spite xoxo trisha” (103). As the final last will and testament, any allocations made previously are 
overridden, and were someone to try to use these pages as a means to gain control of her estate, 
the final will plays spoiler. 
 Moreover, this last will underscores a certain perversity in the project — by imagining 
                                               




what other people will think and how they will act after one dies. The final will-note explains 
nothing, leaving it to Low’s heirs to sort out what happens next. In this way, she turns upside-
down the assumption that inheritance is rigid or fixed — her heirs (whoever they may be) are left 
only with uncertainty. The gymnastics these wills require when read in concert remind Low’s 
readers of the contingencies of this supposedly-authoritative form. A will taken alone may be 
thought definitive, but with every additional will one might discover claiming a similar 
singularity the appeal of any given will grows ever slighter. Unlike Olson’s accretive maps, 
Low’s wills grow weaker the more they are put into context. Not only does she undermine the 
authority of a given will on its own, she throws the legitimacy of their entire project into 
question.   
 
“Desire for the encyclopedic // Interrogation of archive”: Myung Mi Kim’s Commons 
Trisha Low’s The Compleat Purge, in its strict adherence to the formal elements of the will, 
provides a springboard for considering how documents are objectified in Myung Mi Kim’s 
Commons. After seeing how Low’s book explicitly mimics the paperwork of documents, it 
becomes easier to see the formal incorporation of the document in Kim’s book even in places 
where it appears to only be a reference to which she alludes. As far as her own particular 
influences are concerned, Myung Mi Kim cites Susan Howe in both interviews and 
conversations.31 This influence is widely acknowledged, but I bring it up in order to link Kim’s 
work not to Susan Howe at large, but to the official document of a course: the syllabus.32 During 
                                               
31 In a letter to Howe in 1990 she writes, “Your work has been truly important to me — I have 
read it again and again.” Susan Howe Papers UCSD Mandeville Collection 201.26.11. 
 
32 The Publishers Weekly write-up of Kim’s earlier book Dura (1998) cites it as being directly in 
Howe’s tradition, for instance. 
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her time as a professor at Oberlin, Kim taught a course entirely on Susan Howe. The course, 
which culminated with a visit and reading by Howe, offered undergraduate students a deep study 
of the author in the interest of sharpening “approaches to and insights into the study of language 
and literature, history and culture, as well as helping to dev[e]lop your own creative process.”33 
On the syllabus for this class, Kim breaks down Howe’s work into three sections: “Erasure and 
Restoration,” “The Reading in Back of the Writing,” and “Prophetic Freedoms.” Kim has tied 
readings in each of these sections to aspects of Howe’s work especially in her relationship to 
documentary sources, but I argue that they can themselves be useful as a scaffolding for Kim’s 
own objectification of documents in her 2002 book Commons. Considering Kim’s book as 
operating via a ghostly syllabus allows us to read the work as being primed by a document even 
as it explores the formal proclivities of documents themselves. It is also a felicitous connection, I 
argue, because of the status of the syllabus as an educational document — which returns us to the 
document’s Latinate connection to the instructional. Linking Kim’s work to the work of the 
syllabus shows that Kim herself undergirds her own text with an instructional imperative to 
enlighten her reader as to how documents work and to reconsider the value of their current role. 
 I use the first syllabus section, “Erasure and Restoration,” to describe the work Kim does 
with recordkeeping documents, which she shows to determine worth and value. Such documents 
might emancipate a child and erase parental obligation, might restore custody to a parent, might 
return prenuptial property to a divorcing party. Documents in this vein become all the more 
important for purposes of immigration: the idea of being “undocumented” as an immigrant, not 
having the necessary paperwork to live legally where one does, is consistently in the background 
                                               
33 Susan Howe Papers 201.26.11. 
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here. Kim’s book is also immediately concerned with refugees — people only able to emigrate 
once they have sufficient documentation. Since personhood is a legal category, the act of 
documenting, for Kim, is an act of creation of personhood.34 For refugees escaping dire 
circumstances at home, this creation and erasure of personhood is quite literally a matter of life 
or death. And even for those documented immigrants, the power of documentation in articulating 
full personhood is fraught. As Sarah Dowling points out, “Kim does not suggest that the figures 
she depicts are without legal status; rather, her frequent references to citizenship ceremonies and 
other moments of official recognition suggest that inclusion is a legal reality but a social 
impossibility.”35 My focus on the poetics of the document in in Kim’s work teases out the 
workings of this nexus of legal and social status. 
 The inclusion of a few archival fragments in Commons illustrates “Reading in the Back 
of Writing,” the second category on Kim’s syllabus. Here, the juxtaposition of source materials 
with lines of poetry points to a process of reading and rereading that bolsters the writing. The 
later archival materials force a reconsideration of the earlier ones, creating an account of the 
ways sanitized depictions of violence inform the past’s view of the present and the present’s view 
of the past. Kim builds on this liberatory movement between chronological spaces under the 
auspices of what I term, following her syllabus, “Prophetic Freedoms.” Here, I turn to the end of 
her book, to a section in which what looks like it ought to be an explanatory note reveals itself to 
instead be a provocative look back at the material that came before, letting documents raise more 
                                               
34 Colin Dayan takes this up with alacrity in her considerations of legal decisions surrounding 
those on the outskirts of ordinary citizenship (animals, slaves, felons, ghosts, etc) in The Law is a 
White Dog: How Legal Rituals Make and Unmake Persons (Princeton, 2013). 
 
35 Sarah Dowling, Translingual Poetics: Writing Personhood Under Settler Colonialism (Iowa 
City: University of Iowa Press, 2018), 104, 
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questions than answers.  
 Kim’s interest in documents is also evident in her earlier book Dura (1998). Kim 
foregrounds them from the very first page, on which appears the line  
“Paper  script   document” (9). Later, she will refer more obliquely to the form in 
“Registers and demands of travel. How was it to be the / first arrivals in rows and columns” (54), 
highlighting the work of documents in maintaining economical and social order as they track (in 
the form of “rows and columns”) movement of peoples and goods. The ambiguity of what 
documents can capture is also brought to bear on the text, as the reader is forced to encounter the 
same uncertainties that confound researchers faced with incomplete archival evidence: “[a trace / 
Known only from a rough drawing / Transmission and ambition scattered to parasites / 
Suggesting that an engraved plate bearing such letters was]” (101). We are immediately 
presented with the material precarity of the document: we can find only “a trace” recording 
something that is “Known only from a rough drawing.” Kim employs the language of 
approximation here, precisely to undermine the documentary mode’s claims to precision, 
accuracy, and absoluteness. She hedges against decisiveness or clarity in favor of suggestions 
“scattered” and “trace[d].” The precarity associated with documenting extends from the materials 
to their dissemination. “Transmission and ambition scattered to parasites” shows how documents 
are made available based on what is convenient and are prioritized for those who have power 
over their legacy. The specifics of what documents ultimately are able to definitively convey 
remain unenumerated as Kim leaves open the end of her sentence in lieu of offering an answer: 
“Suggesting that an engraved plate bearing such letters was].” The engraved plate — a signal of 
an early and enduring attempt to document — nevertheless fails to specify what information it 
was engraved to contain. The closed bracket visually shutters the line, but taken as a pair, the 
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brackets that surround these lines also recall the typographical convention of bracketing to 
indicate language or information only implied in a particular space.36 
 The early focus on documents in Dura shows the foundation upon which Kim will build 
Commons. In Commons, Kim takes Dura’s individual gestures toward the document and creates 
a much more fully-fledged interrogation, making not only references to the archive but actually 
citing things within it, and furthermore allowing her book to mimic the many forms of 
documents with which she interests herself. The book is split into three sections of poems, 
“Exordium,” “Lamenta,” and “Works,” with a final piece entitled “Pollen Fossil Record” that 
resembles a guiding endnotes section. Throughout the book the poetry calls to mind the form of 
the document, ranging from historical documents to documents of creation and belonging via 
calendars, government records and forms, and archival materials. The poems that make up the 
book are minute and fragmentary. They are dwarfed by the white space of the pages that 
surround them — suggesting that the archive from which they come and out of which they are 
inspired is one that is incomplete and that what remains holds a status of something between 
fragment and relic. The relative sparseness of the text also underscores the aesthetic effect of the 
title pages that set off each section, making them look like one-word poems themselves. Both in 
instances where Kim uses archival documents, and in cases where she appropriates the language 
of state documents, her source materials and source forms are not left unexamined. Indeed, by 
reworking records for her own poetic aims, Kim draws attention to the politics behind them, and 
                                               
36 This attention to documents extends even further back in Kim’s oeuvre; See Josephine Nock-
Hee Park who discusses “the patient process of naturalization, the forms to be filled out” in 
Kim’s 1991 book Under Flag. Josephine Nock-Hee Park, “‘Composed of Many Lengths of 
Bone’: Myung Mi Kim’s Reimagination of Image and Epic,” in Transnational Asian American 
Literature: Sites and Transits, ed. Shirley Geok-Lin Lim, John Blair Gamber, Stephen Hong 
Sohn, and Gina Valentino (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006), 235. 
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especially to the politics that informed the people who came up with the forms of these records.  
 Kim occasionally engages in procedural writing within the book, especially in the 
organization of the second section, “Lamenta.” Procedural writing has a rich history in poetics, 
but its use here calls to mind more immediately the practices of document creation and 
dissemination. For mainline procedural writers, such as those in the French Oulipo collective, the 
existence of a procedure is foregrounded in the content of the text. Kim’s procedural attention to 
the calendar, a form of document, is more iconoclastic. It is less about constraining the content of 
her writing (building a maze from which she tries to escape, as Oulipo’s cofounder Raymond 
Queneau puts it) and more about calling attention to the fact that procedure is a key constitutive 
feature in all documents. As much as this may be true in someone following the conventions of 
journal writing or other casual record keeping, in the realm of official state documents (with 
which Kim is herself frequently interested) attention to procedure is especially crucial: the need 
for recognizability and formal legitimacy necessitates a following of protocols. Each p and q 
must be minded in order that what results be mutually intelligible to the persons who wish to 
process the information it contains. Form, for the document’s template, is material, not abstract.  
 
Erasure and Restoration 
The first section of Kim’s syllabus is entitled “Erasure and Restoration.” It is under this aegis 
that I argue Kim’s use of historical records and official state documents falls. The category of 
“Erasure and Restoration” also speaks to the pitfalls and benefits of a syllabus itself, whose 
omissions and inclusions shape canonical senses of what is important or valuable in education. In 
this vein, I argue that Kim’s poetry shows how the process of documenting is one of assigning 
value to and then reifying certain kinds of information. By linking Kim’s use of historical records 
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and official state documents to this framework, I seek to highlight how, in their implementation 
and dissemination, out- or updatedness, these documents erase and restore information about 
personhood and property, creation and belonging. The gaps and fragments in Kim’s laconic 
poems remind her reader that anything that cannot fit into the template of a particular document 
is sloughed off from the historical register. Her poetry is designed to highlight the authoritarian 
and reifying powers of the documentary mode and its forms, while also suggesting that those 
powers can be abrogated, reconceived, and redeployed toward ends that are more favorable to 
those with less institutional power. 
 In addition to foregrounding erasure, Kim also works at restoring information once lost. 
Her poetry of records highlights relationships and social structures. This emotional valuation 
complements the numerical valuation predominately associated with documents recording goods 
and services. For Kim, the people behind and implicated in the policies that are determined by 
official state documents are inextricable from the form of the documents themselves. The erasure 
and restoration of information is a process inextricable from the erasure and restoration of legal 
status and personhood itself. In a 2008 interview with Lynn Keller, Kim speaks to the question of 
erasure in Commons specifically.37 The two are discussing a page from Commons that 
immediately foregrounds documents:  
                                               




Prompted by Keller, Kim elucidates: “the ‘horizontal double lines’ activate a new erasure, in part 
to address the question of ‘imposed erasure’: what motivates the social and political practices 
that maintain, enforce, authorize certain public ‘records’ but not others? But what I am also 
trying to evoke is an awareness of the irrevocable.”38 Even as she foregrounds erasure, Kim 
points to the irrevocable, and to focus on the irrevocable, she says, she must lead the charge for a 
restoration of awareness.  
 The excerpt that prompts Kim and Keller’s discussion of erasure and restoration is itself 
about records: it refers to “the lower level of the social hierarchy” as those who do agricultural 
labor, though it importantly omits who that group is “made up of.” Mentions of “price lists” and 
accounts of labor — “cut down grains” and “fill up ditches” — keep company with what looks 
                                               
38 Keller, “Interview,” 346. 
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like a summary of such records: “In the calendars available, shortages are documented as a result 
of human actions: civil wars, piracy, failure to transport food where needed.” This recordkeeping 
registers suggestions of blame, but falls just short of assigning it — we are told of the fault of 
“human actions” but not whose actions they are. Though the horizontal lines recall, as Kim 
points out, the blackout lines of the censor (especially in the above scanned image), they also call 
to mind the earliest pictorial records, visual representations of the tilled fields themselves — 
suggesting a period of time in which language was reduced to image in order to encode 
information for posterity.39 If Kim intends to bring up the notion of the irrevocable, what seems 
to remain is evidence that documents were made, and that labor was done, if not the specifics of 
the people behind such actions (recalling the partial truths of the birth certificate with which this 
chapter began). By pointing out the erasure of persons in such a visual way, Kim also restores 
them — drawing attention to the irrevocable humanity of laborers even when the official 
documents fail to record it. 
 This censored (or pictographic) account of early agricultural labor exemplifies the 
document in Kim’s text, but Commons also thematizes the work documents do in less visually 
apparent ways. From the first page of the book, Kim refers to the uses and motivations of 
documents and documenters. The start of the first poem reads: “In what way names were applied 
to things. Filtration. Not every word that has been applied, still exists. Through proliferation and 
differentiation. Airborn. Here, this speck and this speck you missed” (3). This opening initially 
appears to be talking about the fluctuations and shortcomings of language as a system in general 
— “the way names were applied to things” — but Kim alights on the document in particular as 
                                               
39 Hieroglyphics and other pictographic writing systems come to mind immediately. 
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well. The uncertainty is part of the point: as Josephine Nock-Hee Park argues of Kim’s work, “to 
make uncertain our own competence in English is not only a demonstration of immigrant 
experience but also an aesthetic renewal of the language.”40 This aesthetic renewal, here, I argue, 
is made possible through the form document. The specification in this poem of “in what way” 
names were applied to things signals a focus on form. It suggests not just a naming, but a 
keeping track of the names given, and the reference to “filtration” underscores recordkeeping as 
a process of distinguishing the valuable, separating the wheat from the chaff. Moreover, there is 
the possibility that “were” in the “way names were applied to things” refers to a specific 
historical moment signaled by a specific set of documents rather than the vague origin-of-
language idea it might first recall.  
 However, there are limits to what the specific can convey. The comma splice in the 
middle of “Not every word that has been applied, still exists” interrupts a line that ought to signal 
a record that has been subsequently updated, and instead introduces a reading of it as one in 
which the incomplete is doubly stressed: “not every word that has been applied” is a mark of 
insufficiency that is then reified by the fact that it “still exists.” By the end of the section the 
document becomes clearer in the form of accounting: “this speck and this speck you missed,” 
that nevertheless passes through a system of “filtration.” We are introduced to an archaic system 
of accounts, one that is incomplete and insufficient in Kim’s present but nevertheless is still 
brought to bear on the world in which she lives. Here lies danger, Kim’s poem reminds us. 
Documentation is a system that is inadequate and antiquated, but still venerated and mandated. 
As Charles Olson’s admonitions about the dangers of outdated sea charts should remind us, 
                                               
40 Josephine Nock-Hee Park, Apparitions of Asia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 146. 
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uncritically accepting the records such documents list reifies their shortcomings. 
 The second of the three passages on the first page of Commons introduces the personal 
consequences of the erasure and restoration that documents effect. As someone who emigrated to 
the United States as a result of political upheaval in Korea, Kim uses her book to highlight 
displacement of persons and culture as a result of war and disaster.41 The almost-Edenic gesture 
of an early historical moment of naming that we saw earlier on the page now gives way to a story 
of Exodus. This exodus gives records of movement a decidedly human urgency: “Numbers in 
cell division. Spheres of debt. The paradigm’s stitchery of unrelated points. What escapes like so 
much cotton batting. The building, rather, in flames. Does flight happen in an order” (3). Here, 
Kim not only explores the dry records that keep track of data, finances, and loans, but also draws 
suspicion to what they can accomplish: “The paradigm’s stitchery of unrelated points” speaks to 
the way documents, drawn up, can point in a particular direction; far from being neutral, the kept 
records tell a particular story about what is valued and how, adhering to a paradigm where the 
unrelated is made to seem to be related. In creating and keeping records, a society makes 
decisions about what types of information are worthy of preserving for posterity and what types 
of determining factors lead to valuation or devaluation of certain persons. Moreover, when 
unplanned flight occurs (as in the case of a refugee crisis), provisional records are abandoned and 
left as relics. The scientific neatness of “numbers in cell division” is juxtaposed by the chaos of 
life experience in which flight from a building in flames cannot possibly happen “in an order.”42  
                                               
41 See Keller, “Interview,” 354. 
 
42 The other valance at play here is a reading of “numbers in cell division” as having to do with 
the documents that determine the organization of a prison — in this case, the poorhouse or 
debtor’s prison comes to mind in “spheres of debt,” (and the role credit records have in 
determining penalties and or criminal status). The notion of that which looks like “cotton 
 180 
 The final section on this page figures the document even more explicitly, pointing to 
records of laws and calendars: “Dates to impugn and divulge. The laws were written on twelve 
tablets of bronze which were fastened to the rostra. Trembling hold. Manner of variation and 
shift. Vacillation hung by tactile and auditory cues” (3). The first part, “Dates to impugn and 
divulge” foregrounds how documents shape social organization — calendrical designations 
modify the behavior of those who adhere to the calendar, scheduling civic responsibilities and 
sanctioning times of work or rest. The calendrical is then followed by a documenting of the rules 
by which people are governed: “twelve tablets of bronze” codify the law in material form. If we 
followed a biblical chronology with which Kim seems to be baiting us from the Genesis moment 
of naming in the poem’s first section to the Exodus in the second, what we find here are the 
tablets of the Law from Rome, a departure from the sacred to the secular. The earlier gestures at 
the Bible are turned explicitly historical as Kim invites us to reconsider scripture coexisting with 
secular record. The historicizing reorientation of the biblical in light of these tablets makes the 
earlier religious references more widely applicable, existing not as infallible scripture but as 
some of a myriad of insufficient laws and records. 
 Bronze-etched tablets fastened in place are a far sturdier form of documentation than a 
mere slip of paper, but Kim is quick to underscore their precarity: they have only a “trembling 
hold,” capable — despite their seeming sturdiness — of being erased themselves, of other laws 
being restored, depending on the “manner of variation and shift.” The fastened tablets are 
juxtaposed with the final line “Vacillation hung by tactile and auditory cues” in which 
vacillation, paradoxically, takes the fixed position. This renegotiation signals the limitations of 
                                               
batting” escaping becomes explicitly racialized. The prison house on fire disrupts the orderly 
release of prisoners as they either rush away pell-mell or are left to die within. 
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documents. The interpretive possibilities that inhere in vacillation are forestalled when fixed to a 
written form; the tactile and auditory cues available in performance or speech become fossilized 
in the form of the document to which they are adjusted. Part of documentary erasure, then, is 
paradoxically housed in the records of lived experience or performance surrounding the codified 
document. It is in the attention the poem draws to this erasure that it can begin to be addressed. 
When the document is filed in the archive, these ephemeral valences or accompaniments fall by 
the wayside and the onus is on the reader or researcher — or poet as both — to either restore 
what is missing or to point to the gaps as they exist. Kim asks this of her own reader, who, like a 
student in her class following the readings of a syllabus, must meet her partway in sorting out the 
oblique language of the poems. In requiring this participation of her reader, Kim both describes 
and thematizes the uncertainties of the historical record.  
 Part of the uncertainty as to the truth behind incomplete historical records lies in the way 
Kim frequently shuttles between the (often forgotten) people implicated in historical documents 
and the documents themselves. The next page calls this ambiguity to mind: “Those which are of 
foreign origin. Those which are of forgotten sources. Place and body. Time and action.” (4). The 
“which” here adds to the ambiguity — Kim has decided to forgo a “who” in favor of a “which” 
that can stand in for either persons or papers. If we are meant to read the “which” as referring to 
persons rather than papers, this word choice dehumanizes those people by putting them in 
grammatical proximity with ordinary objects. If we see the “which” as indicating a synecdoche 
where it refers to papers but uses them as a shorthand to mean persons, the passage further 
documents an elision of humanity. As a rhetorical form the synecdoche compresses personhood 
into a single aspect while purporting to adequately represent the whole, as does the document 
itself. After this overlapping characterization of people and papers, we get two sentences in 
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which persons and records seem to be at odds. Records rub up against human experience — a 
recorded “place” versus a human “body” within it; a “time” juxtaposed with a fleeting “action.” 
Nevertheless, these two pairs are joined with an “and” rather than an adversarial “not” 
suggesting that Kim sees a chance to expand the written record and to bridge the gap between 
what can and cannot be recorded. 
 Manipulation in and of official records continues to figure in the two other poem sections 
on this page. The next block reads: “Chroniclers enter texts and trade. Was to children dying 
before their mothers. Accounts and recounting. A nation’s defense. Names of things made by 
human hands. Making famine where abundance lies.” We begin with an image of record keeping, 
though of what is unclear. “Chroniclers enter texts and trade” has a rhetorical ambiguity on the 
yoking function of “enter” as to whether the chroniclers enter texts and enter trades (a zeugma), 
whether they enter texts about trade (hendiadys), or even whether “enter” is not the only verb 
and they enter texts and then trade (with each other). The next sentence adds to the confusion, 
muddying even our grasp of its syntactic sense. This sentence suggests an event against the 
natural order, in which the young predecease the old, but the “was to” that begins the sentence 
throws its immediate impact into disarray. The phrase suggests a couple errors for something like 
“[there] w[ere] t[w]o children dying” or, perhaps “[there] was, to[o,] [a problem of] children 
dying before their mothers.” The immediacy of the possibility of error shows Kim foregrounding 
questions of the authority of a record keeper. It also raises questions of the record keeper’s 
legitimacy should the language contained not adhere to the prescribed standards of what correct 
grammar is decided to be (whether an error might arise from hastiness rather than education 
level). The competing systems of official and folk records, and their relative authority continues 
throughout the passage: “accounting and recounting” both suggests a system of official record 
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keeping and updates to those records “re-counting,” but also an oppositional relationship: 
accounting as official record versus the (oral) recounting of a story told after the fact. “A nation’s 
defense” then might be kept track of officially and sanctioned by the state, or it could conversely 
be the persons of the state defending themselves against state violence.  
 The rest of the section underscores the connection between documents and the persons 
they affect. “Names of things made by human hands” and “Making famine where abundance 
lies” both presage the page featuring horizontal lines we saw earlier in this chapter (in which 
there is explicit mention of records of state action that led to shortages). The latter phrase also 
condemns the ways that the documenter can manipulate data in order to serve one agenda over 
another. The nefariousness of this scheme is signaled by the verb tense: it reads “where 
abundance lies” not “where abundance lay” also suggests that the records make it seem as 
though there is famine in places where there is actually plenty to go around. Although the 
verbiage is a quotation from a line in Shakespeare’s first sonnet, it nevertheless enables a pun on 
“lying” as in falsehood, suggesting a duality in which abundance both exists and is misleading in 
that very existence. As a category of language play, the pun is a form that requires a high enough 
level of literacy for its recipient to be in on the joke. In a text like Kim’s, which takes up the 
refugee experience, a pun about misattributing abundance feels particularly charged: as though 
we are meant to discover the emptiness of a promise of abundance only if we are fluent enough 
to find it.  
 Kim leaves the final section on this page characteristically open-ended. The section 
begins with equipment and the kinds of things records are meant to itemize: “Mapping needles. 
Minerals and gems. Furs and lumber.” Even this seemingly inoffensive list offers a pointed 
commentary — the choice of minerals and gems, furs and lumber highlights records that also 
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implicitly record stories of colonization and the exploitation of natural resources. The first 
sentence fragment, “mapping needles” speaks to this as well — it both describes a technical 
instrument used by doctors to deliver intravenous drugs and other medicine to extremely specific 
locations in the body — but also registers an unrest in which mapping “needles” — as in its verb 
sense of vexes — those being mapped and those for whom mapped borders become a source of 
conflict. The potentially cavalier mapping decisions then underscore the disruptions in the lives 
of those living in places that these records command.  
 The consequences of records and their destructive potential continues in the next 
sentence. Whether through manipulation or mistake, “Alterations through the loss or 
transposition of even a single syllable” result in a concrete change for those affected by the 
document at hand. As we saw with the potential errors raised by Low’s wills, an error with even 
a single syllable of an immigration document or other official form can result in a catastrophic 
life change of missed opportunities. Where an error in a will has a sphere of influence over a 
single person or family, and can be mitigated somewhat through established forms of litigation, 
errors or omissions by the state affecting vulnerable groups such as immigrants and refugees are 
much more severe when these groups do not share in the same legal protections. In the worst 
case scenarios, the state’s fetishistic relationship to the materiality of the document and its need 
to be completely correct trumps even an obvious common sense — the document itself is meant 
to be believed more than the person it implicates. Kim’s closing image paints a picture of such 
consequences: “The next day is astronomical distance and a gnarled hand pulling up wild onion” 
in which one is transported either forward or back, and the final scene is either of the 
unconscionable labor of an elderly person relying on nutritionally meager subsistence farming, 
or of a scene of leisure in which a retiree spends time outdoors in a bucolic garden. Depending 
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on the loss or transposition of a single syllable on a document governing one’s legal status, one’s 
entirely life trajectory can change. 
 Kim’s attention later turns to future generations, as the implications of documents 
become clear not only for those at the present time but also for their inheritors. On one such page 
there are only two lines, the second line equidistant between the first line and the bottom margin 
so as to create two blocks of blank space following each line. The first line reads “[when my 
father died and left me nothing]” the second “[this is how I speak]” (37). The first line suggests 
the prospect of a lost or forgotten inheritance and the blank space below it underscores the notion 
that where one might expect restoration there is only erasure. The “nothing” suggests not only a 
lack of inheritance but potentially also a lack of a will, of documentation governing what might 
remain of his estate. There is an ambiguity as to whether this erasure is one that has been created 
by documentation — a will that left the speaker disowned — or in the absence of it — a father 
who died intestate such that his heir could not prove her claim. Inheritance for Kim is not safely 
prescribed but rather must be actively made of what one has. 
 The second line pairs of the promise of speech “[this is how I speak]” with blank space. 
The pairing highlights both the silencing of those who wish to speak and a productive openness 
in which anything might be said. To bring these lines back to the document, we can think about 
them as offering a look at the template itself, a notion invited by the brackets around this line and 
the line before it. Brackets suggest placeholder language or writing only meant to be implied or 
read, not transcribed or recited. They are a type of meta commentary or instruction to be filled 
out by the recipient’s answers — as one might find when filling out paperwork for a visa or 
driver’s license. The blank is also a site of anxiety, which can arise through worries about not 
filling a form out correctly. Knowing as we do about the consequences of even the smallest error, 
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and we might read the blank space as a paralyzed silence rather than an outright imposed one. 
The leaving-blank is at once both a failure to restore or supply necessary material, and an 
invitation to provide that information on one’s own — in the case of immigration documents it 
can also signal a lack of movement, a passport whose pages designated for travel have never 
been stamped. Again, Kim asks her reader to work through the mutual processes of erasure and 
restoration as she leaves the text available to hold a number of possibilities in its gaps. Her 
poetry recreates the affective charge of the document itself, inciting responses through its form 
that echo those of persons tasked with dealing with various documents in their own lives.   
 
The Reading in Back of the Writing 
In addition to thematizing erasure and restoration by and of documents, Kim also incorporates 
archival material into Commons. It is here that we see “The Reading in Back of the Writing” — 
moments in which Kim explicitly brings in archival material, copying and pasting it as interstitial 
prose between sections of poetry. Like the background reading required in a syllabus, she here 
adds source material to her own poetry. The archival documents are sparsely distributed in the 
book and highlight the way that the document works as a template elsewhere in the text. Their 
inclusion also primes the reader to consider whether other passages are actually coming from 
source materials whose citations have been erased. Kim touches on the thought behind including 
such archival documentary material as a means of grappling with discourses of imperialism and 
accounts of invasions upon female bodies and subjects:  
Q. Was this a conscious move—‘Now I’d like to include documentation of that 
other way of organizing material’?  
A. I think the impulse to document isn’t necessarily concerned with a question of 
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method or a conscious effort to introduce the document as an artifact. It reflects a 
different set of concerns about the possibility and difficulty of opening up an 
experience of time commensurate to an experience of history. Documents evoke 
the possibility of encounter.  
Q. You want the documentary object here so that the poem includes the language 
in which this knowledge was processed in the document’s context; you want the 
effect of a document’s textual evidence.  
A. Yes, and when I include the document in my own composition, the ways in 
which it continues to work on me may be activated in the poem itself.”43  
The documentation Kim and Keller discuss is in the form of a series of archival passages each 
entitled “VOCALISE” in the book’s second section, “Lamenta.” The “Lamenta” section itself is 
highly regimented, split into numbered poems that correlate (though not immediately legibly) to 
calendrical periods.44 In between the numbered poems are the “VOCALISE” sections. Aside 
from being a British spelling of the verb “vocalize,” a valence that makes them read as 
imperatives to recite (underscored by the fact that each such title is written in all capital letters), 
“vocalise” is also a French term for a warmup for singing. Devoid of specific linguistic content, 
the vocalise gives the singer an opportunity to prepare her voice for the actual song she is about 
to sing. Kim’s “VOCALISE” sections both contain information that it feels necessary to shout, 
                                               
43 Keller “Interview,” 343–5. 
 
44 In her interview with Keller, Kim clarifies that she “was drawn to the idea of the Metonic 
cycle, named after the Athenian Meton, who articulated a cycle of nineteen years. But I should 
add immediately that it’s not the precise or actual definition of the Metonic cycle that enters into 
Commons, but rather the opening it makes available as I wander among possibilities for 
rendering temporality and historical consciousness,” 342-3. 
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but also provide a preparatory backdrop to the work of the numbered poems in the section. 
 As far as what they actually say, the VOCALISEs offer a series of accounts of 
Renaissance dismemberment that were part of early attempts to understand the human body. 
They discuss the vivisection or postmortem anatomization of bodies under examination. The 
penultimate VOCALISE contains a section from da Vinci’s notebooks:  
 
“I have dissected more than ten human bodies, destroying all the various members  
“and removing the minutest particles of flesh which surrounded these veins, without causing 
“any effusion of blood … and as one single body did not suffice for so long a time, 
“it was necessary to proceed by stages with so many bodies as would render my  
“knowledge complete 
The Notebooks, da Vinci (41) 
Da Vinci makes no bones about his sanitized version of events here, matter-of-factly rendering 
his experiments as though the bodies with which he deals were not ever actual people but always 
already material upon which to be experimented. The excerpt here appears to be transliterated in 
original lineation from another source text, preserving the original line breaks as indicated by the 
opening quotation marks on each line — a typographic convention for signaling in prose that all 
of the text comes from the same larger quotation even though it is broken into lines. The spacing 
of the lines invites us to think of it as coming straight from the handwritten original, since the 
lines appear to be a shrunken version of the space a handwritten line would take up, but of course 
such a handwritten version would not have been in English, or indeed written left to right. After 
all, the notebooks are notable for having been written right to left, a concession to da Vinci’s 
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famous left-handedness.45 That the transliteration into this font and page layout necessarily 
changes the original spacing, though, has also the effect of making the text look — thanks to a 
jagged right margin — as though there could be pieces missing from the original (in the vein of 
the Howe fragments we saw in the first two chapters). In fact, there is only one omission from 
the lines, as indicated by the ellipsis. The omission further sanitizes the account, glossing over da 
Vinci’s admission in the original that there was no effusion of blood “excepting the insensible 
bleeding of the capillary veins.”46 That it is a reference to the insensible that is omitted from 
Kim’s text also matters — da Vinci aims to rationalize the bleeding that does happen as 
inconsequential because it is not felt by the bleeder. Kim’s elision, which she draws attention to 
by way of the ellipsis, lets her reader suspect that there might be an even more nefarious caveat 
hidden behind it. Choosing to court suspicion rather than highlight an insufficient rationalization 
serves Kim’s own troubled relationship with the documents off of which she builds her poetry. 
 As much as the dry scientific tone obscures the human cost of da Vinci’s project, one 
cannot help but wonder what conditions existed to make the procurement of so many bodies so 
effortless that he could insist on the necessity of such a great number of them. The critique that 
comes to mind is one motivated by the distance between the time of da Vinci’s Notebooks and 
that of Kim’s Commons. It is in this distance that we see Kim’s point about “the possibility and 
difficulty of opening up an experience of time commensurate to an experience of history.” The 
Notebooks excerpt offers a window into a particular time, but this look back is clouded by the 
                                               
45 The Museum of Science in Boston even claims that da Vinci only wrote left to write 
specifically in situations where his work was meant to be read by others. See 
https://www.mos.org/leonardo/activities/mirror-writing. 
 
46 Leonardo da Vinci, The Notebooks of Leonardo Da Vinci (Aegitas 2015), 796. 
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intervening history that forces our readings to take into account the shifts in values over time that 
prevent an immediate relationship with the source material.  
 The final VOCALISE departs from early modern science and casts the previous ones in a 
new light, underscoring the ways that the experience of history can inform and enrich an 
experience of time:  
“We found one girl about 12 or 13 years old standing in front of the hospital. Without 
“any burns or apparent injury, she only complained of being thirsty. We didn’t have any 
“drinking water, so I gave her some gargle. The next day, I found her dead in the same  
“spot. I didn’t understand why she died. I can only surmise that her insides had imploded. 
“Acute internal injuries and not one mark on her body. No one ever knew who she was 
August 6, 1945 (50) 
Unlike in the da Vinci VOCALISE above, Kim does not cite a source here. The date, though, 
immediately locates the story within the context of the American nuclear bombing of Hiroshima. 
The unnamed GI offers a more sympathetic read on the body he finds than does da Vinci, giving 
a backstory of having seen her before. With this, even though she is unnamed and unknown, we 
come immediately to see her sense of humanity. Nevertheless, where da Vinci’s account sought 
to be a complete picture of his work with dissection (though we only got an excerpt), here we 
find an explicit failure of documenting. The nameless recorder of this story attempts to rectify 
the fact that “No one ever knew who she was” by at least marking her final moments. But even 
with this belated information, it is still an incomplete story — we do not really know how or why 
she died, the same as we do not really know who she is or what her life is.47 The poem’s offered 
                                               
47 In Places in the Making, Jim Cocola posits that locating this girl as a Japanese victim elides 
some of the geographic complexity of the case. She is, he suggests, rather more likely “a victim 
of Japanese-U.S. collaboration and conflict: one of several thousand Koreans denied medical 
attention by the Japanese following the nuclear bombardments of Hiroshima and Nagasaki,” 
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document, then, conspicuously fails. The reading at the back of the writing here, meant to offer a 
lesson and to instruct us further, offers only partial information and unknowability. 
 There is a larger historical lesson to be learned here, however. Even if, within a single 
document, we are unable to get a satisfactorily full picture of events, it is when taken together 
that the documents come into better clarity. This VOCALISE builds on the one before in a way 
that is underscored by their interposition between calendrically dated sections — as the poems 
move through chronological time, they accrete one to the next, each informed by the events and 
poems of the days before. The huge historical significance associated with the date of August 6, 
1945 links this story to a much larger moment of historical violence. More specifically, including 
it at the end of a series of vivisections and dissections puts it as part of a long trajectory of 
violence against women’s bodies, the violence of which becomes more immediately urgent when 
faced with this particularly egregious example. The previous documents take on a new light as 
their accretion invites a suggestion that each of the earlier dehumanizing experiments paved the 
way for this later atrocity. If we are to think of how documents are bound up in questions of 
inheritance, we can see the atomic bomb as an inheritor of da Vinci. In documenting women as 
scientific evidence, da Vinci and others created an archive of research upon human subjects that 
gave legitimacy to its cause. The body goes from being anatomized in da Vinci and his 
compatriots to being atomized. The “alterations through the loss or transposition of even a single 
syllable” Kim cited earlier in the book are felt keenly in this shift as the body (and the ability to 
determine a cause of death) moves from an understandable and visible collection of constituent 
parts to an “imploded” collection of minute particles. In the directives that allowed such 
                                               
hence my hesitancy to ascribe certainties to her cause of death. Cocola, Places in the Making: A 
Cultural Geography of American Poetry (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2016), 170. 
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atrocities to be committed across history, documents indicating personhood or sanctioning 
violence — both in war orders and in language distinguishing persons as specimens — result in a 
chaos of an exploded world.  
 
Prophetic Freedoms 
On Kim’s syllabus, the final group of class sessions is organized under the heading “Prophetic 
Freedoms.” In the logic of the syllabus document, this final period of readings might either open 
up earlier class meetings to a wider array of possibilities, or offer some type of summation of the 
previous materials. On this syllabus, the readings listed for these classes include a panoply of 
texts by Howe as well as relevant source material to her writings about antinomianism and its 
evolution in America. The source material is important: during the antinomian controversy in the 
early days of New England, lay religious leader Anne Hutchinson squared off against Puritan 
Orthodoxy and the authority of ministers over civil society.48 Hutchinson herself advocated for 
the direct spiritual connection between the believer and God, seeing mediation from religious 
leaders as an unnecessary interruption. Her prophecies, such as they were, were focused to this 
end and suggested that what she saw as already occurring between man and God — a personal, 
direct connection — was what God wanted to see in the future. Framing her theology as 
prophecy allowed her to work for a new and better present under the auspices of discussing the 
future. The prophetic freedom — a predicted liberation — Hutchinson and her sympathizers 
sought was a vision of a future beyond and free from religious law and the state (“antinomian” 
                                               
48 For more see The Antinomian Controversy, 1636–38: A Documentary History, ed. David D. 




itself definitionally meaning against the law). The attention to “Prophetic Freedoms” as an 
organizing principle shows Kim highlighting her commitment to a guide that is prescriptive only 
insofar as it advocates for a number of (importantly not a singular) liberatory futures.  
 After illustrating the way that official state documents and archival records order society 
and create and disrupt notions of personhood and belonging, Kim ends her book with a section 
entitled “Pollen Fossil Record,” which contains gnomically explanatory short lines that are 
organized under headings that feature quotes from the poems earlier in the book. Through this 
section, however, rather than using it to prescribe meaning, Kim deauthorizes the note as a guide. 
Right at the point at which she could offer an archival document of definitive use for her readers 
she pulls back, giving instead prophetic freedoms — visions of liberation — that open the text 
back up again. Just as the refugees implicated in her text want not correct documents but an end 
to the necessity of having documents, Kim’s final gesture here underscores her work to combat 
the state’s fetishization of the complete and finished document by highlighting its inescapable 
insufficiency. 
 Kim further undermines the authority of the document by multiplying systems of 
recordkeeping. “Pollen Fossil Record” begins with a series of ways one might consider the book: 
“Book of Famine, Book of Attempt, Book of Money / Book of Labor, Book of Scribes / Book of 
Utterance, Book of Hollow Organs, / Book of Tending, Book of Wars, Book of Household, / 
Book of Protection, Book of Grief, Book as Inquiry” (107). The list is both a number of records 
relating to people, property, and history, and is also a way of thinking of Commons itself. The 
final term: “Book as Inquiry” suggests an overarching category that destabilizes the sense of the 
earlier characterizations as distinct from one another. The move from “of” to “as” refocuses the 
emphasis from the particulars a book contains to its use value in reception. That is to say, it 
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reorients the reader to how one might think of it — how it might be read — rather than how one 
might describe its contents. Further down on the page are two more characterizations of the book 
in this vein: “Book as specimen / Book as instruction.” Both of these point back to the earlier 
definitions of the document: an exemplar of writing meant to instruct or guide. 
 The role of Commons within this theorization is made explicit shortly thereafter: 
“COMMONS elides multiple sites: reading and text making, discourses and disciplines, 
documents and documenting. Fluctuating. Proceeding by fragment, by increment. Through 
proposition, parataxis, contingency — approximating nerve, line, song,” (107). Kim puts 
documents and documenting at the center of the multiplicity of what makes up her text. Reading 
and text making, discourses and disciplines are all at play within documents and documenting, as 
we have seen in Kim’s work so far. Kim points out here that the elision of sites illustrates how 
documents are inextricably linked to similar notions of the fragment — to contingency, and to 
the approximation (for never actually the exact representation) of nerve, line, and song. The 
record provided by documents is never as fully sufficient as one might hope. Kim sums up this 
insufficiency and the work she does to combat it; as she puts it: “Desire for the encyclopedic // 
Interrogation of archive,” (107). Here we see that Kim’s use of the document signals the desire 
for a wide-reaching spread, “the encyclopedic” but in a way that is not uncritical, though 
“interrogation.” It is through this interplay that we can move forward into prophetic freedoms — 
in which we allow the coexistence of multiple forms rather than the prescription of one particular 
way.  
 The pollen fossil record of the section’s title also calls to mind the “living fossil,” 
underscored by the image of the gingko leaf that adorns the book’s cover. The ginkgo is a tree 
that has an extraordinarily long lifespan and is especially hearty. It thrives in “disturbed 
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environments,” which is to say environments not particularly well suited to plant life, or that 
have been made less habitable by human activity. Its slow growth and late reproductive maturity 
make it very different from the type of plants that usually thrive in such environments.49 
Famously, six gingko trees (less than two kilometers from the epicenter) were among the flora 
that survived the blast at Hiroshima — making them a fitting emblem for Kim’s attention to the 
people ravaged by state violence.50 Scientists characterize ginkgo trees as a type of “living 
fossil” because they are morphologically very similar to specimens found millions of years ago. 
That is to say, ginkgo trees are a currently extant species with remarkable similarity to prehistoric 
ancestors found only in the fossil record — indeed, scientists have discovered the Early 
Cretaceous Ginkgo adiantoides to be morphologically identical to the modern day Ginkgo 
biloba.51 Cultivated as early as two thousand years ago in Asia, the ginkgo has long held a place 
in food and medicine as well as in the cultural imaginary.52 The image of the ginkgo leaf on 
Kim’s cover is a mottled brown, rendered in high enough resolution that its striations are visible, 
recalling layers of sedimentation in rock or the rings examined in a cross-section of a tree trunk. 
                                               
49 Dana L. Royer, Leo J. Hickey, Scott L. Wing, “Ecological conservatism in the ‘living fossil’ 
Ginkgo,” Paleobiology 29 (1): 84. 
 




51 Royer et al., 85. In the vein of eco-criticism, the idea of the ginkgo as document arises here — 
the singularity of the document is paramount to its legitimacy, but at the same time it has to be 
reproducible. This seems akin to the distinctions drawn between the two species that are 
nevertheless “morphologically identical.” 
 
52 Rainer Maria Rilke’s poem “Ginkgo biloba” (1819) is a particularly famous example in which 




The connection to tree rings underscores the role of the record in the text as tree rings are 
themselves a natural form of recordkeeping, and a tool used by scientists to chart growth over 
time.53 The strength of these associations belies the fragility of the specimen itself, which would 
require delicate handling in order to stay intact for the photograph.  
 The ginkgo as living fossil, like the notion of prophetic freedom, ignores ordinary 
boundaries of temporality — it is a plant that is alive and extant in a material form in the current 
day, and yet it has existed in its same form (the same exact trees in some cases can live to be a 
thousand) over millions of years. The document itself — with its aspirations to bridging an 
experience of time with one of history — operates in much the same way: a physical artifact that 
is both immediately available and currently extant, but which offers a direct window into an 
otherwise inaccessible time period. “Pollen Fossil Record” recasts the earlier work in the book in 
the vein of the living fossil. Under the header “dates to impugn and divulge” (a reference to a 
line on the first page of the book) it reads: “Bound time (chronology) up against radicalized time 
(mutability of chronology)” (109). Kim juxtaposes an ordinary reading of time, one in which 
chronology moves dutifully forward with a vision of one where such linear considerations are 
not required. In this latter version chronology is seen as something changeable, something 
possible to radicalize. One sees this friction in the living fossil of the document, the static artifact 
from a discrete moment in time and space (whether the earliest records of agricultural labor or 
the immigration papers from last month) made mutable in the radicalized process of revisiting it 
in this historical moment. Kim comes down firmly on the side of radicalized time in stressing the 
                                               
53 The concept of “seed libraries” and current attempts to think of organisms as documents that 
can be filed and retrieved and held up against other specimens to judge them furthers the parallel 
between documents and plants. 
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multidirectional: “A measure, a page, the book to embody the multivalent, the multidirectional 
— a cathexis of the living instant to the acuteness of history” (111). The book — through the 
document — is this cathexis between present and past, to the way that the past informs the 
present, but more accurately to the way it radiates outward in all directions, catching both the 
present moment and a number of alternate futures all at once. Like Low’s wills, it is both of an 
age and for all time. Kim closes the book by underscoring human life: the task is “to mobilize the 
notion of our responsibility to one another in social space” (111). Here again she reminds her 
reader of the people (and now plants) behind the document, those implicated in its structures. 
The prophetic freedoms Kim seeks through the openness of her poetry works through and against 
the form of the document. Her engagement with this form is one that she pushes not for the sake 
of a theoretical ideal, but because of a responsibility to emancipate others from its potentially 
harmful strictures. 
*** 
If the official documents Kim and Low adapt are those which carry a declarative power that 
inheres in their material form, the creation in poetic form of documents that approach the same 
materiality produces a command that is not actually meant to be enforceable. Put more pointedly, 
working with documents in a poetic form raises the question of whether the resulting artistic 
project is one of forgery. This is because what the poet is aping is a material form to which the 
document’s power adheres. With this in mind, I would like to end this chapter by returning to the 
handwritten text on the front, spine, and back cover of The Compleat Purge. The immediacy of 
the handwritten text — a uniquely personal form of writing — makes it a particularly potent way 
to impersonate someone and is because of this frequently subject to counterfeit and forgery. The 
valid will is governed by “three formalities: (1) a writing, (2) the testator’s signature, and (3) 
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attestation by at least two competent witnesses.54” Low’s book contains her writing, of course, 
but it is on the outskirts of the text that we find the other two. As I have discussed earlier in the 
chapter, Low’s signature on the book’s spine and front cover add to the will’s legitimacy, 
covering the second formality. The third element of the will, I would argue, can be found in the 
handwritten bulbs on the book’s back cover. Whether this constitutes an enforceable pair of 
attestations seems to be up for debate: the poet has copied the words of others in a way that in the 
legal world could invite a charge of forgery. Each blurb features words supposedly ideated (that 
is to say written) by the cited authors but actually transcribed (that is to say handwritten) by the 
poet herself. The invitation to think of forgery is not a weakness on Low’s part. Rather, it 
underscores the attention she draws to the forgery inherent in any documentation. One wonders 
by extension whether Low’s own signature is just another exemplar of the self-on-self drag of 
Trisha Low as Trisha Low and is itself the forgery of a character purporting to be herself. To 
forge, after all, is both to create and to create falsely. The document purports to create paperwork 
that stands in for a person herself, but as we see again and again through these poets, such 
attempts are always insufficient. Kim and Low’s interrogation of documents debunks the notion 
of legal and reifying documentation as capable of fully articulating personhood at all. 
 
                                               
54 Sneddon, “Speaking for the Dead,” 683. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: Margins in Tan Lin’s Heath Course Pak and M. NourbeSe Philip’s Zong! 
 
By objectifying textiles, maps, and documents, each of the poets of the previous chapters 
uncover the discursive systems underlying their material particulars. I concluded the case studies 
that make up the preceding chapters by gesturing toward the contours, edges, and boundaries of 
each material object. From Harryette Mullen’s attention to lace as a trimming at the edges of a 
garment, to Charles Olson’s focus on the liminal space of the coastline in his poetic mappings of 
Gloucester, I have shown that the material particulars of these objects often become most 
compelling at the boundaries that define their shape.1 Operating as a junction point between the 
inside of the text and the outside, between the ideas about the thing and the thing itself, the 
margin is a key site for poetic inquiry.2 Of course, literary attention to margins is not particularly 
new — marginal annotations have long been mined for insight into authorial, editorial, and 
                                               
1 Compare Blake’s bounding line “The great and golden rule of art, as well as of life, is this: That 
the more distinct, sharp, and wirey the bounding line, the more perfect the work of art; and the 
less keen and sharp, the greater is the evidence of weak imitation, plagiarism, and bungling. […] 
Leave out this line and you leave out life itself; all is chaos again, and the line of the almighty 
must be drawn out upon it before man and beast can exist.” William Blake, “Number XV. 
Ruth.—A Drawing,” from A Descriptive Catalogue of Pictures, in The Complete Poetry and 
Prose of William Blake, ed. David V. Erdman (New York: Anchor Books, 1988), 550. 
 
2 Derrida’s “passe-partout,” especially in its dynamic characterization as a “structure with a 
moveable base” and its evocation of the plural even within its necessarily singular grammatical 
construction is useful as a touchstone for the potential of the margin as a signifying system. 
Jacques Derrida The Truth in Painting trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press), 14. More pointedly, Derrida’s understanding of the Parergon as a 
place that both separates inside from outside and also destabilizes a sharp differentiation of the 
two provides a fruitful theoretical category in which the margin exists. See in particular: Jacques 




readerly practices.3 In this chapter, I draw attention to margins as a physical location on the page, 
articulating how the borders and allocations of text can provide a framework for understanding 
larger metaphorical questions that the object raises.  
The word “margin” comes from the Latin word for a retaining wall or bank. This 
etymology figures the margin as a space of structural support, a bulwark against what is outside, 
even as it occupies a peripheral location. The margin delineates the inside from the outside, 
providing a transitional zone. It shores up the center, but also defines it as a place where the 
center no longer is. In this way it can also productively destabilize the text. It is a space for 
rethinking possibilities, for opening up to other ideas or complicating preconceptions. Placing 
language in the margins, moreover, creates alternative spaces for information to reside. Texts 
that incorporate language in their margins delinearize the narratives we might reconstruct 
through reading, and create discursive spaces that branch perpendicularly off of the text’s main 
thrust. In this way, margins provide a space for political subversion, a location for complicating 
or mitigating information in commentary on the main body of a given text. Tan Lin’s Heath 
Course Pak and M. NourbeSe Philip’s Zong! invoke all of these senses in their manipulations of 
physical margins, but their work also conjures additional senses of the margin —the 
marginalization of peoples by relegating them to marginal spaces, and systems of global capital 
that prize profit margins (the space between cost and price) above all else, encouraging this 
marginalization of human importance. Elucidating the ways in which these poets objectify their 
                                               
3 Herman Melville’s library marginalia, John Winthrop’s alternative word options in the 
footnotes of The History of New England, and Emily Dickinson’s poem variants all come to 
mind as historical forebearers in the American tradition.  
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margins, then, uncovers the complex counternarratives by which these poets resist hegemonic 
structures of history, economy, and poetic form.   
 Although margins do not immediately disclose themselves as objects, these poets ask us 
to consider them as materially real, as physical objects that shape the poems they surround. Lin 
and Philip bring attention to the margin as a central location of semantic meaning, manipulating 
the physical space of the page. Their poems frequently take up the entire page, collapsing the 
margin into the poem — putting words into marginal spaces such as gutters and footers that 
would otherwise be devoted to white space. The semantic difficulty of these poems goes hand in 
hand with their associative logic — they ask their readers to make similar associative leaps in 
order to triangulate meaning out of what could seem like chaos.  
 As in other chapters, I use the concept of the margin associatively — to branch out into 
other senses of the term, and to its derivatives. The material aspects of the margins on the page 
invite us to consider their metaphorical implications. Lin and Philip draw parallels between 
objects and objectification by way of margins and marginalization in order to explore how 
persons themselves move between categories of subject and object.4 In both books, the poets 
reaffirm the political stakes of understanding our relationship with objects through how they 
foreground the consequences of marginalizing people and ideas and, crucially, the role of global 
capital — through the valuing and protection of profit margins — that serves as an impetus for 
this marginalization.5 
                                               
4 Earlier in the history of the word, the term “margin” encompassed the noun, the verb (where we 
would now say “marginalize”), and the description of the marginalia found within its space. 
“margin, n.,” OED Online. 
 
5 Martha Woodmansee and Mark Osteen, eds., The New Economic Criticism (Routledge, 1999) 
sets out a framework for interactions between economics and literature, but this New Economic 
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 Margins acquire particular hermeneutic urgency in these texts as a function of their 
difficulty, their purposeful obfuscation of easy interpretation and pat expression. Neither Tan 
Lin’s Heath Course Pak nor M. NourbeSe Philip’s Zong! has an immediately legible narrative 
throughline. Philip’s text is semantically opaque — complete words and phrases are rare, 
appearing on only a handful of the book’s pages, most of which forces the reader to a pose of 
minute attention in her attempt to glean meaning from broken fragments of phonemic text that 
have been stretched across the field of the page. Lin’s book, while offering more coherence on 
each given page, nevertheless contains such a cacophony of different media and source texts — 
pages that seem to be pasted in from internet screenshots alternate with neatly-typed musings in 
Courier New, leaving the reader in a feeling of welter trying to grasp where a particular section 
might have come from and how exactly it all fits together. Given this visual and semantic 
difficulty, both of these texts invite and require a nontraditional relationship to the hierarchy of 
the page. After all, when faced with difficulty in an ordinary text, a reader’s traditional recourse 
is to the margins — either to record questions or possible interpretations with one’s own 
marginalia, to glance at the marginalia of a former reader, or to read the printed marginal 
annotations in the form of footnotes or glosses in a critical edition.  
 The margin’s role as a location for authoritative glosses is a crucial aspect of its 
importance. In addition to the subaltern sense of the term as it relates to peripheral importance or 
minimized power in the sense of marginalized people, the margin also encodes a specific type of 
authoritative power. The smaller font and placement along the edges away from the main body 
of the text belies the interpretive authority that marginal comments can bring to bear on their 
                                               
Criticism is still interested in history of economics and its representations, while this project 
deals specifically with the poetics of such representations. 
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texts. Editorial commentary in the margins presents an interpretation of a difficult text that 
guides its reader to a particular understanding. M. NourbeSe Philip and Tan Lin explore this 
complexity in their negotiations with margins, exposing them as locations of semantic meaning 
that can be both subordinate and also authoritative. As though signaling their preoccupation with 
marginal spaces on a structural level, both Lin and Philip include near or at the end of each of 
these books a lengthy explainer — Philip as a section entitled “Notanda” wherein she details her 
inspiration and process of writing, and Lin in an explanatory interview republished in the book. 
In both cases, these explainers shift the weight of the book to not be merely on the poetry, but on 
the text that surrounds it. It is tucked away in these marginal spaces that we may find more keys 
to the poetry at hand, though even these proffered explanations — as we will see — are 
insufficient. 
M. NourbeSe Philip’s Zong! grapples with the deaths of more than a hundred and fifty 
Africans who were thrown overboard from the eponymous ship to drown as part of an insurance 
scam. Her book reworks the language of the prose text of the Gregson v. Gilbert legal decision 
into poetry, which she claims as the only surviving contemporary account of the events.6 In order 
to attend to the plight and lost histories of these marginalized people, Philip makes use of the 
physical margins of each page. In addition to including lists of names running along the footers 
of the first section, Philip expands and contracts her poems across each page, destabilizing the 
margins as she pushes her text to occupy their space before pulling back and letting the margins 
                                               
6 The decision, which is reprinted at the end of the book, is taken from Reports of Cases Argued 
and Determined in the Court of the King’s Bench: By the Right Hon. Sylvester Douglas, vol. 3 
(Reed and Hunter, 1831). 
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engulf the page again.7 By first training us to read the field of the page with attention to its 
margins in this manner, Philip is able to build a case for other senses of this term as well, 
especially with respect to economics. In the economic sense, margins are a key concept in 
maximizing profit — one seeks a large (profit) margin through minimal cost and maximal price. 
Philip shows how a desire to protect the financial solvency of the Zong ship following a storm is 
what provides the impetus for the massacre with which her book contends. In her exploration of 
the cost of human lives against insurance profits we see people turned to property, murder turned 
to theft. The profit margin, then, is an important concept that nevertheless obscures the vast 
system of decisions and labor and exploitation that create it. By drawing our attention to the 
margins, Philip asks us to think critically about the dehumanization committed in the rapacious 
pursuit of profit. The existence of the margin is what provides the incentive for exploitation.8  
As in Philip’s book, Tan Lin’s Heath Course Pak makes ample use of the physical 
margins on each page, which shift in their scope from one to the next. In making his margins 
take on critical depth, Lin mines tabloid fodder, weird corners of the internet, and popular culture 
to bring forward the news and gossip that typically occupy space at the margins of what might be 
called high culture. Mostly a meditation on the 2008 death of the actor Heath Ledger, Lin’s book 
draws its content from a variety of tabloid and internet sources that are frequently just copy-
                                               
7 In discussing Philip’s work in Zong! Fred Moten turns to a metaphor of marginal space. As he 
puts it: “She descends into a place from which neither return nor recovery are possible. 
Strangely, because it is of the eternal stranger, that place’s character is that of a non-place, a zone 
of differentiated stress and distress whose particular gathering of trouble is not alleviated but 
redoubled by a transfer of energy from atopos to utopia that even all brutality and remembrance 
cannot still.” Fred Moten, “Blackness and Poetry,” Evening Will Come 55 (July 2015): 
https://arcade.stanford/edu/content/blackness-and-poetry-0. 
 
8 See Shira Ovide, “Honey, I Shrunk Apple’s Profit Margins,” Bloomberg August 2, 2018, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2018-08-02/apple-aapl-at-1-trillion-honey-i-
shrunk-the-profit-margins for an account of Apple Inc.’s historic profit margin chasing. 
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pasted into the text. By privileging low culture, Lin asks his reader to consider what such 
language can bring to bear in the space of the poetic page. He also points our attention to the 
world of economics — to the margin as a gap between a good’s cost and its price, between the 
capital one has in hand and the capital with which one invests. And, in a twenty-first century 
update to Philip’s early example of fiscal malfeasance, he turns to the arena of marginal trading 
and the labor practices of companies which operate with enormous and mysterious margins. The 
coincidence of Heath Ledger’s death occurring in the midst of the Global Financial Crisis of 
2007–08 is felicitous for Lin’s argument here, and through attention to the margins, we can 
uncover the economic realities that shaped the moment of the text’s initial creation. His 
objectification of margins brings attention to a shared vocabulary between literature and 
economics — ledgers, derivatives, and accounts — to connect Heath Ledger’s death with the 
economic system that went, at the time of his death, into free fall, collapse, and then — by the 
time Heath Course Pak is published — a patchwork recovery.  
 
“where the spectres of the dead make themselves present”: Margins in M. NourbeSe Philip’s 
Zong! 
 




In this first page, the absence of immediately legible language invites an aesthetic appreciation of 
the visual appearance of the type cascading across the page. Sliding too far into aesthetic 
appreciation, though, risks an anesthetization of the serious subject matter with which Philip’s 
poem contends.10 In the bottom margin of the page, the text resists this forgetting. Here, Philip 
                                               
9 M. NourbeSe Philip, Zong! (Wesleyan University Press, 2008), 3. 
 
10 Speaking somewhat obliquely to this, and to how she situates her own work in a larger avant-
garde tradition, Philip cites the urgency of the subject matter. Coming from a background as a 
person facing frequent objectification herself, Philip notes the relationship her poetry has to the 
type of politics it seeks to be in conversation with: “On their surface the poems approximate 
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has placed six names: “Masuz Zuwena Ogunsheye Ziyad Ogawmbi Keturah.” They are more 
immediately legible than the words and portions of words that make up the bulk of the page — 
their capitalization making them recognizable as names — and they proffer the bottom margin as 
the prime location to which one’s eye is ultimately drawn. The presence of these names 
immediately provides a visual anchor to the text, pulling the eye past the scattered words that 
make up most of the page and down to its footer.  
 As Philip writes in the explanatory section “Notanda” that comes at the end of the poem, 
“The Africans on board the Zong must be named. They will be ghostly footnotes floating below 
the text — ‘underwater … a place of consequence’” (200). The speculative nature of these names 
is important —the people onboard were deemed property and so no records of their personal 
information were kept. As such, these names are a total fiction. They are a guesswork, an 
imaginative intervention. This bottom margin works with the center, then, grounding it with a 
legibility that reminds the reader of the seriousness of the project, while at the same time the 
center in its resistance to immediate legibility, keeps the names at the page’s bottom from 
offering a romanticized view of the past that too-tidily recuperates the horrors of this massacre.11 
Working against the impression of the deceptively complete legal opinion, Philip stages an 
interplay between the grounding footer and the main field of the page, between the stability of 
these concrete names and the open possibilities of the words that float above them.  
                                               
language poetry; like the language poets I question the assumed transparency of language and, 
therefore, employ similar strategies to reveal the hidden agendas of language. In my own work, 
however, the strategies signpost a multifaceted critique of the European project,” 197. 
 
11 Recall Saidiya Hartman’s cautions about romanticizing the lost past from “Venus in Two 
Acts,” which I discussed in my first chapter. 
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 Throughout Zong!, Philip relies heavily on the resonances between cognates in different 
languages as she breaks apart the text of the Gregson v. Gilbert decision. Her macaronic impulse 
is not limited to the content of her poems, however. Instead, inter-language play is one of the 
organizing principles for the works in the first section. Each of these poems are numbered, with 
the aforementioned names in the footer. In these marginal spaces bookending the top and bottom 
of the page is a pun on the term “nombre”: in French it means “number” and in Spanish “name.” 
The juxtaposition of names and numbers is a potent trope in historical examples of dehumanizing 
marginalized people, and its resonance is significant here. As Philip reminds us, “The African 
men, women, and children on board the Zong were stripped of specificity, including their names. 
Their financial value, however, was recorded and preserved for insurance purposes, each being 
valued at 30 pounds sterling” (194). The “nombre” allows for an accounting of this slippage, of 
people turned to property. The numbers appear at the top of the page, and we must wade through 
the text that follows them in order to arrive at the names at the bottom. Rendering a slave 
property is an act of marginalization, a removal from full personhood. Orlando Patterson 
describes the system of slavery in these terms:  
Institutionalized marginality, the liminal state of social death, was the ultimate 
cultural outcome of the loss of natality as well as honor and power. It was in this 
too that the master’s authority rested. For it was he who in a godlike manner 
mediated between the socially dead and the socially alive. Without a master, as 
the Tuareg insist, the slave does not exist. The slave came to obey him not only 
out fear, but out of the basic need to exist as a quasi-person, however marginal 
and vicarious that existence might be. […] The marginal person, while a threat to 
the moral and social order, was often also essential for its survival. In cultural 
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terms the very anomaly of the slave emphasized what was most important and 
stable, what was least anomalous in the local culture of the non-slave 
population.12 
In Patterson’s framework, the anomalies at the margin serve to prop up the stability of the middle 
of the system. Philip’s book flips this around, making the top and bottom of each page sites of 
stability against which the main field of the page can proliferate in different directions. As 
Christina Sharpe puts it, “The dead appear in Philip’s Zong! beyond the logic of the ledger, 
beyond the mathematics of insurance, it is they who underwrite the poems […] Likewise, in the 
structure of Zong! the number of names of those people underwriting the enterprise of slavery do 
not match the number of the thrown and jumped, and so, with that too, Philip dispenses with a 
particular kind of fidelity to the invention of the historical archive.”13 Her formal arrangement 
also gives the lie to the structural integrity of a system that exists based around center and 
margins — after all, the names she’s imagined are just that: figments of her imagination that are 
insufficient to recuperate the actual lives lost aboard the ship. And to that point: unlike Patterson, 
Philip is here not talking about the social death of persons who are already at the plantation, but 
the actual literal death of persons being transported across the Atlantic to those codified 
locations.  
 Though most of the pages in Zong! make their language proliferate to the left and right 
edges of the page, a few feature tidy columns instead. Take for instance the first page of “Zong! 
#18”:  
                                               
12 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death (Harvard University Press, 1982), 46. 
 





This poem, beginning with the word “means” and anchored by its repetition, offers a type of 
account — it gestures toward explanation. How do we make sense of the massacre? What does it 
mean? We might read “truth / means overboard” as an explanation of how we are meant to 
acknowledge what happened, or “three butts / means necessity” as a rationale for it — there were 
still three butts of water left for drinking at the time of the massacre.14 The two neat columns on 
the page, however, also call to mind the visual language of financial accounting. Like a balance 
sheet or ledger, the alternating entries between columns suggests an accounting — an attempt to 
match incoming capital with outgoing expenses, to figure out a way to come out ahead even 
                                               
14 James Walvin into detail about the water supplies available on the ship. See Walvin, The 
Zong: A Massacre, the Law and the End of Slavery (New Haven: Yale, 2011), 72–78. 
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when one’s resources have been depleted. The wide margins of white space on either side of the 
columns dwarfs the small amount of text on the page, encouraging the reader to wonder what 
might lurk unwritten or unsaid, what types of things are being avoided or obscured in clinical 
financial records.15 If we read the poem this way, “means” points not to semantic explanation but 
to sufficient resources — having the means to accomplish something. The massacre here is a 
question of means in these terms. At the end of the day, the underlying explanatory rationale 
connects to a rapacious pursuit of wealth. 
 Philip discusses Derrida’s Spectres of Marx in her Notanda in terms of the mourning for 
spectres that she sees her poetry conducting.16 We might turn to that book here, though, to read 
its engagement with Marx himself and the slipperiness between ghosts and profit:   
As is well known, Marx always described money, and more precisely the 
monetary sign, in the figure of appearance or simulacrum, more exactly of the 
ghost. He not only described them, he also defined them, but the figural 
presentation of the concept seemed to describe some spectral “thing,” which is to 
say, “someone.”17 
Marx, through Derrida, here implies the spectral, shadowy existence of these alienated laborers 
hidden behind the exchange of currency. In addition to serving as an allegory for Philip’s larger 
project of attending to the lost voices of the dead, this comparison is productive for Philip’s 
                                               
15 For a discussion of silence and what the possibilities of the unsaid in Philip’s earlier work, She 
Tries Her Tongue, see Isabel Hoving, In Praise of New Travelers: Reading Caribbean Migrant 
Women’s Writing (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001). 
 
16 See Zong, 201–204 passim. 
 
17 Derrida, Spectres of Marx, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1994), 55. Derrida 
goes on to list ten modern plagues beset on humanity by capital, something we might keep in 
mind looking ahead to Tan Lin’s critique of capital later in this chapter.  
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specific attention to the mutability between people and profits. By associating names with 
numbers and by including the visual language of accounting, Philip asks us to reconsider the way 
that human life is valued in terms of profits. This again returns us to the margin, to the “amount 
of space, time, money, material, etc., by which something exceeds or falls short of what is 
(estimated to be) required or provided for.”18 The impetus for the Zong massacre is one of 
exactly this type of margin. First, navigational errors extended the trip, depleting the reserves of 
food and water on board — erasing the margin of supplies available.19 Then, by way of a 
“solution,” the crew, realizing that the cargo is fully insured, throws the slaves overboard. The 
throwing overboard is a crucial component of the profits the ship’s owners hope to see from the 
voyage — had they died of natural causes, the insurance claim would have been void. In this 
way, the names that line the margins of the page take on new resonance — they represent the 
people who were marginalized so much that their value lay only in the profit margin their deaths 
could afford the company that trafficked them.  
 
Maritime Marginalia 
Later in the book, the neat organizing principles that defined the space of the earlier poems — 
bookending the page with names and numbers — give way to a page-wide mass of words. 
Without anything to anchor them, the words spread out, phonemes and letters stuttering and 
separated across the page, and to get one’s bearings and reconstruct their sense takes a little 
while. Taken as a visual field, everything here looks marginal, encircling gaps of white space in 
                                               
18 “margin n., 3b” OED Online. March 2019. 
 
19 Philip, Zong!, 189. 
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varying sizes. As Philip tells us about the task she sets for herself in telling the story that must be 
told, one that respects the absences and gaps in what can be told it exists only in the margins: 
“And only in not-telling can the story be told; only in the space where it’s not told — literally in 
the margins of the text, a sort of negative space, a space not so much of non-meaning as anti-
meaning.” (201) In order to not-tell her story, Philip puts procedural constraints on her language. 
Limiting herself to the words included in the report of the Gregson v. Gilbert court case, Philip 
nevertheless allows herself some liberties. She breaks up words into their constituent phonemes, 
italicizing some to indicate their semantic value in other languages: 
I devise a dictionary with a list of words of each of the ‘mother’ words followed 
by the words contained in that particular word — for instance, apprehension 
yields hen, sion, pare and pear, to list a few possibilities. As I put the dictionary 
together, little dramas appear to take place in the margins of the text and so the 
poem continues to write itself, giving up its stories and resulting in four 
subsequent movements or books. (200) 
Philip’s comment about “little dramas” playing out “in the margins of the text” — about these 
margins as the place for telling through not telling — invites her reader to consider a larger suite 
of possibilities regarding the meaning of “margin.” Even as Philip’s reference to “mother” words 
speaks to the constraint of the text — she has set herself a vocabulary of words gleaned from the 
report of the legal decision that serves as the book’s impetus, as well as the various words (in 
various languages) she imagines to have been spoken on board the ship — it signals the presence 
of other, new words, procreated out of this original vocabulary.  
 As she alludes to here, though, contained within these words are other words, contingent 
carvings out of the original — existing in a marginal space attached yet subordinate to them. And 
 214 
further, it is when these marginal possibilities are brought to the fore, with all their “little 
dramas” that “the poem continues to write itself.” Philip thinks in terms of margins to wring the 
most potential out of her language; through these marginal arrangements, she underscores the 
importance of relations between spaces on the page. As she describes in a later interview:  
The organizing principle, once I had found the form of the cluster, was a relational 
one. Each word or word cluster is in relation to each other, particularly on 
sequential lines, and, further, no word or word cluster can come directly below 
another cluster of words. Another way of looking at it is that each cluster of words 
is seeking the space or the silence above. And this creates a number of alternatives 
for meaning and reading.20 
Philip elucidates the form of her poetry as being defined by the interplay of positive and negative 
space. In order for her clusters to appear discrete and by extension to possess the semantic 
meaning she seeks, they must be bounded by enough negative space. The margins around each 
cluster, in other words, must be hefty enough to delineate one from the next. She goes on to 
discuss the importance of this intermingling of positive and negative space and its effects:  
And there is a very fine balance between the text and the surrounding space. Of 
course all these approaches have bearing on the story that is not being told — the 
alternative meanings, the search for space, and so on. Maybe it points to 
something about our experience, and the text becomes an aesthetic translation of 
the physical containment, the legal containment that marked our arrival in this 
part of the world. But there is always a search — a restless search perhaps? — For 
                                               
20 Patricia Saunders, “Defending the Dead, Confronting the Archive: A Conversation with M. 
NourbeSe Philip,” Small Axe 26:12 (June 2008), 72. 
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space among the words in the text, always seeking out a space, as if the words are 
seeking space to create.21 
Describing the text as an “aesthetic translation” that necessarily requires boundaries large enough 
to permit “seeking out a space” brings us back to the overall effect of reading the page at hand. 
Repeatedly in her explanations, Philip cites the impossibility of the task of recounting the 
traumatic history of the Zong, about which she says she can only “tell through not-telling.” 
Further, she says, “In Zong!, the African, transformed into a thing by the law, is re-transformed, 
miraculously, back into human. Through oath and through moan, through mutter, chant and 
babble, through babble and curse, through chortle and ululation to not-tell the story” (196). It is 
through marginal forms of speech — the chortle and ululation among them — that Philip fights 
back against the dominant narrative given by courts.  
 The text that results from this ululation, this not-telling collage of words and phonemes, 
is difficult to parse semantically. Even on pages where the split-up words might be somewhat 
straightforwardly reconstituted, the effort required by the reader to keep in mind the first half of a 
word while waiting for the eye to travel across yet another marginal expanse of white space is 
still arduous:  
                                               
21 Saunders, “Defending the Dead,” 73. 
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 (164)  
Even after we reconstruct the words that have been split up into little islands set off against the 
white page, there still isn’t a straightforward narrative. The first few lines on this page seem to 
read, reconstructed, “men ro[]me shin[ / ]es so do[]es troy in the nig[]ht of my mi[ / ]nd cast 
th[]em o[]ver a cas[]e of port win[]e for y[ /]ou my ma[]n.” The lines slide from classical 
reference “rome shines so does troy” to material comforts “a case of port wine for you my man” 
with the chilling imperative “cast them over” hidden in plain sight right between these banalities. 
As we progress down the page the white spaces make it more difficult to read across in straight 
lines. Toward the middle, the eye might drift downward so that the affective description “gr[]ow 
sad” might read as a reference to provisions, picking up the italic of the next line to read “gr[ / 
]ain.” The way that “skin” is broken apart in different figurations also offer “kin” as an 
independent word hidden within, one that might have more resonance not folded back in with the 
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rest of its parts. Moreover, these white spaces allow the reader to think of new words or 
configurations — though s[]kin never appears in a configuration that would prompt us to read a 
plural kin[]s, we might nevertheless read even further against the horizontal grid of the page to 
construct such a word.  
 But the other major visual feature of this page (and the pages around it) is the inclusion of 
a second font, one that goes beyond the italics of foreign words to mimic the handwriting of a 
manuscript. Philip’s text — with its focus on the lives of those slaves massacred aboard the Zong 
— has so far invited a reading of the margin as a space of disenfranchisement, a place where 
subjects are rendered into objects disenfranchised from any sort of power. But to return to the 
example of editorial commentary within the margin, we might see this space, too, as one not only 
where the powerless are relegated, but where the powerful are acting to carry out that relegation.  
 Philip narrates in her Notanda the decision she made to use the text of the report of the 
Gregson v. Gilbert decision to scaffold her text. Quickly, though, Philip’s reference to her source 
text turns from “report of that decision” (189) to “the text of the legal decision” (191) eliding the 
extra step of mediation between the judgment and the form from which she draws. Philip doubles 
down on this elision a few pages later, when she wonders whether she ought to include more 
contemporary source texts:  
Should I be looking at all the documents related to the case, such as the trial 
transcripts or Granville Sharp’s letter to the Court of King’s Bench, with a view to 
using the language there as well? The text of Gregson v. Gilbert appears so 
modest, so fragile, so “meagre.” I “decide against it — important to keep the 
limitation,” I write, reminding myself that the case is the tombstone, the one 
public marker of the murder of those Africans on board the Zong, locating it in a 
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specific time and place. It is a public moment, a textual monument marking their 
murder and their existence, their small histories that ended so tragically. 
Yet again, she refers to the report as synonymous with the case itself — “The text of Gregson v. 
Gilbert.” Eliding the mediation in this way allows Philip to make the text she’s chosen seem 
more immediately connected to the tragedy than the other sources she rejects. The logic here is 
somewhat complicated to untangle, and seems to undercut the dry authority we might expect 
from the critical editorial space of this marginal Notanda section. On the one hand, Philip makes 
note of a series of other documents — trial transcripts, a letter from a prominent abolitionist — 
as evidence of a much larger surviving conversation about the case. On the other, while I do not 
argue against her decision to stick to a more limited source vocabulary, her acknowledgment of 
these other sources undercuts the “one public marker” claim she makes about the report from 
which she draws. Even as it belies the authority we expect from this type of writing, it still 
reinforces Philip’s own authorial authority. In any case, perhaps the key term here is public.   
 The documents to which Philip alludes here — transcripts and Sharp’s letter — are all in 
manuscript. Sharp’s letter to the court — suspicious that the justices may not have the full story 
— includes an “account” of the facts of the massacre which he has collected.22 Alongside it in 
the archival collections at the Caird Library of the National Maritime Museum is a full transcript 
of the arguments heard in court, which Sharp commissioned out of fear that the official transcript 
                                               
22 Manuscript copies of this letter and account are housed at the British Library and at the 
Maritime Library in Greenwich. Michelle Faubert makes a case for the British Library copy 
being the fair copy while the Maritime Museum copy is a rough draft. Her argument is based in 
part on the fact that there seem to be too many marginal notations in the copy held at the 
Maritime Museum. See Michelle Faubert “Granville Sharp’s manuscript letter to the admiralty 
on the Zong massacre: a new discovery in the British Library,” Slavery & Abolition, 38 no. 1 
(2017), 178-195, DOI: 10.1080/0144039X.2016.1206285.  
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might prove insufficient.23 In addition to these documents, two earlier reports of the case exist in 
manuscript, housed in the King’s Bench legal collections at the Middle Temple Library in 
London. These reports, one of which seems to have been copied from the other, appear to be 
reference guides for sitting justices in the decades immediately following the decision itself.24 
Unlike these manuscript accounts, which were contemporaneous, or nearly so, with the case 
itself, the report from which Philip draws was not published until 1832.25 Moreover, it was 
drawn up posthumously from the reporting justice’s notes.26 Examining the summary of the 
earlier reports from the Middle Temple against that of the report Philip uses (each of which is 
written in the top left margin of the first page) we can already see a shift in interpretive judgment 
about the proceedings. The earlier, manuscript marginalia reads:   
The master of a slave ship bound for Jam. after an uncommonly long voyage 
mistakes Jam for Hispaniola passes it & in his return thinking his store of water 
not sufficient to serve whole crew & slaves he orders some of ye slaves to be 
thrown overboard. This loss, if at all recoverable agt the underwriters, can not be 
recovd on a Decl. stating the delay which occasioned ye scarcity of water to have 
                                               
23 Granville Sharp, Documents relating to the Case of the Ship Zong 1783 (Caird Library, 
National Maritime Museum, Greenwich). 
 
24 The two manuscripts at Middle Temple are the Gibbs and Dampier manuscripts. MT Gibbs 
MSS, Cases in King’s Bench, 23 & 24 Geo. III, 33–34, 37–40; MT Dampier MSS, Cases in the 
King’s Bench, 23 & 24 Geo. III, 32–36. For a full account of the rationale and dating of these 
various accounts see James Oldham “Insurance Litigation Involving the Zong and Other British 
Slave Ships, 1780–1807,” The Journal of Legal History, 28:3 (2007), 299–318, DOI: 
10.1080/01440360701698437. 
 
25 The report is housed in Reports of Cases Argued and Determined in the Court of the King’s 
Bench: By the Right Hon. Sylvester Douglas, vol. 3 (Reed and Hunter, 1831). 
 
26 Oldham, “Insurance Litigation,” 310. 
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happened by ye perils of ye seas, because it really happened by ye mistake of ye 
capt.27 
In this version, the final sentence places full blame on the captain: he orders the slaves thrown 
overboard not because of an act of god with respect to perilous seas, but because of his own 
mistake (with an underline of emphasis in the original). By contrast, the 1831 Douglas report 
from which Philip draws is more ambiguous in its blame: 
Where the captain of a slaveship mistook Hispaniola for Jamaica, whereby the 
voyage being retarded, and the water falling short, several of the slaves died for 
want of water, and others were thrown overboard, it was held that these facts did 
not support a statement in the declaration, that by the perils of the seas, and 
contrary winds and currents, the ship was retarded in her voyage, and by reason 
thereof so much of the water on board was spent, that some of the negroes died 
for want of sustenance, and others were thrown overboard for the preservation of 
the rest.28  
This summary also opens with the mistake the captain has made, but the summary ends not by 
underscoring this mistake as the finding of the judgment, but rather with an editorial 
rationalization for his actions — that the slaves were thrown overboard “for the preservation of 
the rest.” The Douglas Report —printed en masse, and now available for public viewing in its 
entirety through Google Books — becomes the official report of the case, the legitimacy of its 
typewritten pages absolving the ship’s captain, overwriting the blame given in earlier accounts. 
                                               
27 MT Gibbs MSS, Cases in King’s Bench, 23 & 24 Geo. III. 
 
28 Douglas Reports of Cases, reprinted in Zong!, 210.  
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We see through this study of the marginalia in the reports surrounding the case, how historical 
consensus can be codified through the act of publishing. 
 Since the original text of the decision itself was lost in a fire, both the earlier manuscript 
reports and the later printed one could feature equal amounts of editorial intervention.29 Just as 
we can be skeptical of the printed version putting a finger on the scale of history, we ought not 
fetishize the authenticity of the earlier manuscript reports. Philip recalls these manuscripts, 
though, through the graphic design of these pages in Zong!. Even as she refuses to make use of 
the specific language of the manuscript accounts, she evokes them through her font choice. In a 
printed book — especially one from the time at which Douglas Report was first published — we 
might expect to see handwritten marginalia in, well, the margins, commenting on the printed 
text. In the page above, as throughout this section, Philip’s atomized margins have this 
manuscript font interlineated with the roman typeface. Words printed in both fonts are split up, 
requiring the same amount of visual work to reconstruct, the same sorts of possibilities in the 
white space that surrounds them. In this way, her poetry forces us to register the fact that 
marginalia are not fleeting evanescent gestures, but commentary with a certain authority — even 
if idiosyncratic — that is concrete in an embodied way. Philip’s remixed version, with all its 
attendant difficulties, makes her readers rethink the hierarchy of the page, and the relationship 
between print and manuscript writing.  
*** 
I want to close my discussion of Zong! by thinking back to the visual layout of the poems. As we 
saw earlier, Philip describes the names at the bottom of each page as existing on what is 
                                               
29 See Oldham’s “Insurance Litigation,” again here. 
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essentially the sea floor, resting underneath the water in which the people thrown overboard were 
killed. Yet, if we think of margins in terms of their definition as “the ground immediately 
adjacent to a river or body of water; a river bank, a shore, etc.”30 then the page becomes not a 
cross-section of the sea and its floor, but a bird’s eye view of it. In this orientation, the words on 
the page drift around on the surface of the sea, with the names calling back to the text from the 
shore. The form aligns with the tragedy. The proximity of the poem to that shore is haunting, as a 
strict dividing line separates it from the names. Indeed, it is precisely because the Zong is far 
away from the margins of the sea that the massacre could occur — one cannot swim to shore 
from the middle of the open ocean. Philip’s text plays with this fact, drawing us closer to those 
edges and pushing us back to each page’s center. The proliferation of her words — dilating and 
contracting from one page to the next — makes her margins mutable, just as the waves through 
high and low tides, erosion, and storms change the shape of the shore. In the unresolvable 
dilemma of Philip’s text — a story that cannot be told — the pages exhaust her reader’s capacity 
for reading. If this is a story that is not meant to recuperate, to provide a tidy explanation or 
romanticized recovery of the horrors with which it is concerned, Philip’s marginal play makes us 
drown in all its unrecoverable possibilities. As the text nears its conclusion, the original anchors 
of names and numbers are long gone and the shore is nowhere in sight. By the end, even the 
words themselves have started to sink in to the water of the page, growing more and more faint 
and gray as though oversaturated with the water on which they float. The words jostle together, 
the margins between them frequently all but disappeared, confounding legibility as the sea takes 
its toll.  
                                               





   
 
Tan Lin from the Margins 
Tan Lin’s 2012 book Heath Course Pak is a technicolor cacophony — comprised of pasted-in 
blog posts, high-res scans of internet screenshots, low-res reduced-size scans of text overlaid 
with yellow Post-It notes, Track-Changed Microsoft Word documents, and pages of typewritten 
musings, an interview, and essays of varyingly original sources. The book is unpaginated and 
often eerily repetitive both in terms of what we have read earlier in the book itself and in terms 
of the themes and language that appear across his overall oeuvre, the text is — to say the least — 
difficult to get a handle on. Even more pointedly, this second book shows a predilection for 
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cannibalizing its predecessor — covering over the previous book even as it purports — as a 
revised second edition — to further elucidate it.  
 About twenty pages into the book is a grainy scan of a page entitled “PDFs of / Pictures 
of Ecstasy” which features two photographs of tablets of ecstasy followed by typewritten text 
that is almost entirely obscured by a scrap of a yellow Post-It Note. This Post-It creates a bright 
void at the bottom center of the page that strategically carves the text it covers into a jagged 




Here, the entire textual area turns to margin: occupying the central space is the Post-It note, itself 
a tool of marginal annotation, and all around it the text-turned-marginalia. Even before the Post-
It, though, Lin’s margins invite an archaeological reconstruction of the history of the page. At the 
top the title is in two parts — and two fonts — one more indented than the other, suggesting that 
the scan we are seeing is actually two scans: an original scan of a page of “Pictures of Ecstasy” 
which was modified with the typewritten “PDFs of” above it. The varying left-hand indentation 
preserves a hierarchy of the page’s constituent parts, a nesting of source texts and images from 
different times and locations. As the Post-It evidences, Lin makes his margins material — 
throughout the book, his physical layering of image upon text upon image upon scan turns the 
page into a something like a three-dimensional space.  
 The fact that Heath Course Pak is a “revised second edition” of Lin’s 2008 book Heath 
(plagiarism / outsource) rewards this archaeological reconstruction. Much of the critical work 
surrounding Tan Lin focuses on his self-professed desire for the “relaxed” or “ambient” poem, 
and on the dense flattening of text and paratext such a focus engenders.31 Lin’s playfulness with 
tropes of popular culture, and his conveyance of the texture of the screen onto the page have 
provided much critical fodder as well. My objectification of margins reorients the reader’s 
understanding of Lin’s media focus. I show that the move to revise Heath (plagiarism/outsource) 
                                               
31 “Since Lotion, Lin has professed a desire to shake off the trappings of the avant-garde—
linguistic difficulty, the suspicion of beauty, all manners of formal estrangement—in order to 
create poems that are “relaxing.”” Brian Kim Stefans, “Streaming Poetry,” Boston Review 29, 
no. 5 (October/November 2004). See also: Jen Scappettone “Versus Seamlessness: 




into 2012’s Heath Course Pak is for Lin an opportunity to resituate attention from the center of 
his pages to their margins.32  
 In the miasma that is Heath Course Pak, Lin draws our attention to margins at numerous 
points in the text. The addition of images like the PDFs of Pictures of Ecstasy, scanned in-line 
between blocks of text, gives these sections the flavor of captions, language marginal to the 
centrally-important picture. As we can see here, there are the physical margins of the page, which 
are exaggerated in spreads where Lin features scans of Heath (plagiarism / outsource) in a 
reduced size. Elsewhere, in a fully twenty-first century update to Philip there are the instances of 
marginalia: both in the scans with pencil annotations on these scanned pages and in the final 
section of the book, which consists of screen grabs of a Microsoft Word document whose entire 
right margin is filled with evidence of Track Changes. In contrast to those tracked changes Lin 
also draws our attention to the margin through the low-tech marginal practice of covering over 
large portions of the text with canary yellow Post-It notes.  
 Literary-critical discussions of margins and marginalia often become immediately 
metaphorical, highlighting the cast-aside, the alternative, or the fringe. In my discussion of Lin, I 
turn first to focus on the Post-It note pages to articulate a theory of the margin as it is objectified 
on the page itself, before moving outward to more metaphorical readings of its importance. 
When I say that Lin objectifies the margin, I mean to draw attention to the ways that he marks its 
physical presence in the book — rather than being a secondary space that serves to separate 
                                               
32 As far back as his 2007 chapbook “ambience is a novel with a logo,” which shares with Heath 
and Heath Course Pak the interruption of text with images and a deployment of footnotes 
formatted as Google search results, Lin directs our attention explicitly to the margin: he writes, at 
the midpoint of the chapbook, “I believe this is an equation:” with a long arrow pointing from the 
end of the line to the right hand margin at the edge of the page. 
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locations of meaning making one from another, his margins are tangibly material, at once active 
and constantly shifting. The jaggedness of the margins on Lin’s pages reminds us that margins 
themselves are not stable — indeed, in being both a space that is authoritative and one that is 
precariously less stable than the main text, they offer a core contradiction. The margins here are 
slippery, and Lin respects that slipperiness — like the nominalized “objectification” itself, their 
presence encodes both a process and a result. As we read our way through Lin’s book, we are 
forced to revise our working definitions of the margin, as its senses and derivatives proliferate 
through his poems. Lin’s poetry provides a challenge to his reader, in refusing to allow the reader 
to point concretely to a stable margin, he makes us come to terms with not really knowing what 
the margin itself is. 
  
Post-Its and the Physical Page 
Many of the pages in the book’s first section are roughly three-quarter-sized scanned images of 
full spreads from Lin’s earlier Heath (plagiarism/outsource). In contrast to the PDFs of Pictures 
of Ecstasy page, the defining formal feature of spreads like these is that ubiquitous tool of 
ephemeral marginal annotation the Post-It Note. The sedimentation of layers on the sticky noted 
pages in particular — page, scan, note, and later, handwritten marginalia — chart a three-
dimensional element to the page where the slightest hints of shadow separate the constituent 




As this page indicates, the scans of the earlier book are done in full color but not in a high 
resolution, giving the spreads a granular, blurry quality. Because of the reduced size of the 
images of these pages, the margins around the text are exaggerated, especially in the wide gulf at 
the top of each page. It is not especially clear where the top of the scanned page ends — the top 
margin of the scan and the top margin of the page in the book bleed together into a doubly large 
expanse of white. In this way the text is subsumed by its margins, rather like a negative image of 
traditional exegesis; here a tiny bit of central text is dwarfed not by a sea of commentary but a 
vast expanse of white space. This white space is nevertheless fulgent, bright with potential 
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information — the scan offers just enough resolution as to hint at a texture from which we might 
recreate the various layers of margin within and outside the scanned text.  
 On this page, only three lines are fully visible before a double-wide Post-It note is 
arranged vertically on its side to hide all but the scraps and edges of words on the right-hand side 
of the page. Further down, the very rightmost corners of what look like three images peek out 
from under the Post-It, which has been folded in such a way as to look, casually, like a curtain 
pulled just the slightest bit open. An attentive reader might try to squint up close at the sticky 
note scan, hoping to make out the words lurking under the thin adhesive paper that forms the top 
layer. In the glossy pages of Lin’s book — at least, in this printing — however, the only words 
that can be made out are the ones reversed from the flip side of the page preceding this one. The 
chief benefit of the Post-It is its removability — one needn’t commit to writing on the page itself 
when one can affix a note to later move or take off. Lin’s scans, though, cement the Post-It above 
the page, forcing us to guess at what might lie beneath. 
 The illegibility of the text beneath the sticky note is a key difference between this book 
and its most visually significant forbearer, Marcel Broodthaers’s Pense-Bête. In the Broodthaers 
piece, pieces of goldenrod-colored paper lay atop the text, thin enough that their placement 
serves almost to magnify the words they cover.33 Lin’s book offers a lower-class if higher tech 
version — working with adhesive notes available in any office supply aisle and printing on cheap 
thin paper, the legibility of his text is clearly dependent on the material conditions of his book. 
Indeed, in the print runs of the book printed on thicker-stock paper, there is something of the 
                                               
33 Marcel Broodthaers, Pense-Bête (Brussels: H. Kumps, 1964). This seems uniquely true of the 
yellow pages — with the stickers and flaps of other colors, the text is entirely invisible beneath. 
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Broodthaers visibility of the text underlying the notes. These economic considerations, which I 
bracket for now, will prove to be important in Lin’s later evolution in thinking about margins. 
 Even as it obfuscates, the Post-It note still highlights — as in making a Xerox for a 
course, (or perhaps a “course pak”) one might cover over the parts of the page that are not 
necessary, to draw the reader’s attention to only an excerpt. As to the words semi-obscured, we 
are left to guess and grasp at what they could really be. The first line on the edge of the Post-It 
has a visible “e” at the end, but the letter that precedes it is only half-clear. It could just as well 
be an “n” as an “h,” the tail end of something as quotidian as “one” or “the.” At the bottom of the 
vestiges of right-hand margin text, after what is perhaps a “[l]ast” or “[p]ast” or “[f]ast,” a likely 
“[j]ewelry” a full “they” is “gnify” the end — tantalizingly, to something like “magnify,” 
“signify,” or “dignify.” These options could, respectively, suggest drawing attention to 
something, giving it credence, or acknowledging its respectability: all options that recall the 
margin’s authoritative potential. The folded note offers just the slightest hint at the photos that 
take up the middle part of the page. The sliver of visible text we see at the bottom suggest they’re 
related to stories published about Heath Ledger’s death, but that too is just an invitation to more 
curiosity. Where an un-annotated page would leave the full text and images in a place of central 
importance, the words we can now see are in a marginal location between the pale yellow of the 
note and the white of the page. 
 As it turns out, Lin reveals what has been hidden under the sticky note later in the book, 
where he reprints the text of Heath (plagiarism/outsource) in its full, unobscured form. The 
above page, we learn, features a screenshot of an article — “(Untitled Heath Ledger Project)” — 
about Heath Ledger from New York Magazine. In his long essay at the center of the book, Lin 
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explains the significance of the screenshot elliptically. First, he explains the insufficiency of 
printed matter to replicate the colors of the world:  
The spectrum of available dyes and the sharpness of an image are technological 
conditions that define and defy (acknowledgements of) blindness. The human eye 
can see upwards of 30000 color tones comfortably but the hues produced by inks 
are limited to less than 25% of those. Moreover, certain hues of red can be 
reproduced only with vegetable dyes obtained by particular Asian plants, making 
the reproduction exorbitantly expensive and subject to inordinate desire. Certain 
things in culture are designed to be hard to see. As technology changes and shifts 
in natural resources occur certain colors go extinct or enter the stage as anew 
range of possible appearances. 
In giving us only the marginal version of the page first, Lin asks us to look closer at the colors 
and font, the layers of marginal spaces he has created. We are confronted with the physical 
weight of language, the object heft of the margins as they are sedimented together on the page — 
through, especially, their color. What we see in these pages, then, if we know how to look at the 
colors, is a map of a place and a time. Lin continues in this vein:  
In Japan, the article from New York Magazine, sent to a different printer, would 
look different, ancillary, even awkward in the way that tropical cultures once 
looked to Gaugin; the difference is platform-based rather than anthropological: 
faces and expressions would appear pinkish and too bright, like a cartoon with no 
shadows, and white expanses of paper would look cleaner, more sharply defined 
like sunlight passing through salt crystals or snowflakes. In Europe the event 
would appear “cooler” and less instantiated, more conceptual, like the 
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documentation for an event that it resembles. In the 50’s, in America, pictures 
would be warmer and muddier, like flickering, super-8 footage of the Viet Nam 
war. 
He speaks here about the images in the New York Magazine article, referring to the page’s earlier 
instantiation in Heath (plagiarism/outsource). Thinking of them in light of their reproduction as 
scans in Heath Course Pak, however, makes Lin’s comments about the image take on more heft. 
Indeed, the scanned reproduction featured in this version serves as a reminder that that what we 
are looking at is not text, but a scan of text, that is, an image. If, as Lin says in the “Samuel 
Pepys and Plagiarism” essay earlier in the book, “what is the effort of a language? something that 
disperses an image” what then, of language that has itself been turned to image? I would argue 
that the dispersal here is key. Dispersal suggests a scattering that dilutes the concentration of the 
original element, but it also offers the possibility of reification: sending into wider circulation 
what was once contained in one central location. When we look at a page where language is 
marginal, sent to the edges, and largely freed from semantic association, we’re better able to see 
the subtle gradations of color even within the black ink that comprises the words.  
*** 
 A few pages later Lin has two Post-It notes — one large, one small — shingled over the 
majority of the page:34 
                                               
34 The use of “shingle” as a metaphor here is an intentional reference to the definition of margin 




The regular-sized note comes first in two ways: it is at the top of the two-dimensional page, and 
it is the earlier of the two notes, lying as it does, beneath the lower one. Its primacy is 
underscored by the subtle gradations of color between the two notes as well. Keeping in mind 
Lin’s comments about the particularities of geographically-determined printer-dependent 
coloration, it does nevertheless look as though this first note is the name-brand Post-It. It is a 
brighter yellow compared to the washed out second note and the right size (the classic 3”x3”). 
The double-wide note (we can tell it has been turned on its side by the faint shadow on the right) 
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is a paler imitation of the original — and it doesn’t quite line up. The arrangement seems 
deliberate — the sculptural structural alignment of the notes, the small gradations of color, the 
way it is carefully abstracting, remind one of the substrate manipulations in Emily Dickinson’s 
envelope poems. 
 Though the left edge of these sticky notes is hard to see — at least in my glossily-printed 
copy — we can see that the bottom note (which is actually the note on top of the two, in terms of 
the order in which it was placed on the page) is slightly to the left.35 This jutting out into the left 
margin is in direct contrast to the increasingly indented left-hand margin of the PDFs of Pictures 
of Ecstasy page. We might think of that page as something like a chain of forwarded emails — 
the centrally-located original text (both vertically and horizontally), nested within layers of 
increasingly recent comments edging back out to the margins. Lin’s hand-placed Post-It 
annotations offer possibilities not so linearly constrained. In an excavation of computer text, we 
might expect to see annotations marching toward the center of the page like sedimented layers of 
rock, getting older the farther in we go. Lin subverts that, putting a newer note in a more central 
location, disrupting the linear history of the page we might wish to see, and reminding us of the 
ways a hand-placed annotative practice can offer more possibilities and subtle differences than 
gridlocked printed text.  
 The temporal fluidity of the Post-Its introduce temporal fluidity into the text visible at the 
page’s bottom. Here, we get full lines: “and because everyone I know // is white // and because 
whiteness could not be memorized, / plagiarism was [marginalia squiggles].” If we read this 
                                               
35 It should be noted that all these claims of legibility have to do with the glossier version. In 
some copies, printed on a heartier stock, what is visible and what is washed out changes from 
page to page. 
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straight, in the way it appeared first in the earlier plagiarism/outsource volume, we find an 
equivalence in the second and third lines — suggesting that plagiarism was memorized in the 
place of an unavailable whiteness. Lin’s commentary on racial self-determination 
notwithstanding — the lines, as Paul Stephens suggests, are likely from the Asian-American 
Literature class he was teaching, whose course materials proliferate throughout the text.36 I 
would add to this interpretation a reading of this section as being in reference to the page itself. 
Lin has, after all, covered over its whiteness with self-plagiarized text, text which we might well 
memorize.  
 But I am interested in these lines in the context not of their earlier instantiation in the 
plagiarism / outsource volume but as they appear in the margin-centric Heath Course Pak. In 
this vein, I would like to offer a second reading, specific to this text — in which there is a little 
squiggle of marginalia at the end of the line. If we disregard it, the passive sense of “was” is a 
given. If we consider the marginalia as offering something like semantic information, we can 
read the “was” functioning as a copula between the subject “plagiarism” and the predicate 
nominative “[marginalia]” — so, “because whiteness could not be memorized / plagiarism was 
[marginalia].” Including the marginalia as the line’s completion associates plagiarism not with 
whiteness, but with marginalia. The marginalia itself is a scribble, perhaps a word scratched out 
or covered over, as the Post-Its cover the page. Thinking back to the Post-Its, we might consider 
again the interplay between the name brand note partially obscured by its paler imitation. The 
marginalia here offers us a lesson in the importance of illegibility — as Lin has shown us with 
                                               
36 Paul Stephens “Celebsploitation,” Amodern http://amodern.net/article/celebsploitation/. The 




the partially obscured words peeking out from the Post-It notes, margins are a space of 
speculation, rather than certainty, in which lie productive potential meanings. There is plenty to 
say, in general, about the déjà-vu remix that is their reappearance — uncovered — in the later 
part of the book. I would be remiss, for instance, not to stress how their revelation later in this 
book combines with the earlier appearance in the 2008 version — making the marginalized 
version, the version where Lin draws our attention most pointedly to the margins — temporally 
doubly at the center. Here, though, in the context of the pencil annotation and the Post-It notes, I 
want to suggest now that they offer an opportunity for the reader to engage in a choose-your-own 
adventure process, to mimic with one’s own post-its, Lin’s annotations, or to mark the page for 
future readers in other ways, ciphering through different meanings hidden in newly created 
margins. We might return to the earlier scanned pages with this in mind as well — even as Lin 
has rendered the once-movable Post-It and the once-erasable pencil marking permanent through 
his digital scans, the option exists still to add yet another layer of marginal annotation.  
 
Heath // Ledger 
Lin sets down a concrete foundation through his manipulations of the physical margins of the 
page, upon which his readers can begin to associate other, more abstract, senses of the object. In 
order to get a fuller picture of the significance of margins for Lin, I turn to a somewhat more 
specialized conception of the margin: the profit margin, and to its role in financial and economic 
systems. Writing about the title to the 2008 Heath as it relates to the movie star whose death it 
contends with, Danny Snelson notes that “the obvious aporia here is of course the word 
‘ledger,’” for which he cites Lin’s earlier chapbook Ambience is a Novel with a Logo to elucidate 
Lin’s own thoughts on the ledger as a genre of writing:  
 237 
Especially one like mine that is half-Chinese and half-American and whose 
history is murky and not easily corroborated by Chinese relatives (who do not 
speak English very well) should have an annotated bibliography of all the 
accidents that occurred during its formative years. To keep things more or less 
straight, our family should have kept some sort of plagiarized accounting, part 
family ledger, photograph album, Huck Finn inventory, design manual, 
encyclopedia of the not-yet dead, or scrapbook. A kind of accidental shoebox of 
the post-anthropological imagination.37  
While the earlier Heath is missing a “(L)edger” as well, my contention that this more margin-
forward version of the text, provides a more productive breeding ground for thinking about the 
economic effects of its absence. Where a ledger provides an authoritative account, its 
disappearance is destabilizing. The ledger is a book distinguished by the fact that it is meant to 
be kept permanently in one place, to provide a reliable, consultable record.38 In Lin’s 
characterization here, the ledger is a narrative document, the “plagiarized accounting” he wishes 
his family might have kept is of the narrative, not numerical variety.39 But of course, ledgers and 
the accounts they track are chiefly for monetary bookkeeping 40(the connection of “ledger” to the 
                                               
37 Tan Lin, Ambience is a Novels with a Logo quoted in Danny Snelson “HEATH, prelude to 
tracing the actor as network” http://aphasic-letters.com/heath/ 
 
38 “ledger, n.” OED Online. 
 
39 The slipperiness of the distinction between narrative and numbers again recalls Philip’s work 
with the “nombres” we saw earlier in the chapter 
 
40 Mary Poovey’s Genres of the Credit Economy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008) 
discusses how ledgers, in the form of double entry bookkeeping, made the paper economy work, 
and also makes a moral argument with respect to this shift. 
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Latin “legere” and thus “legibility” is an etymology-by-sound).41 When Lin refers to the “family 
ledger” he both cites and — in reorienting toward the personal — obscures the economic 
concerns such a document might evince.  
The ledger itself, as we saw in the section of Philip’s book with the neat columns of 
various “means,” is a document in which margins are a central feature — designed, as it is, to 
keep track of the margins between incoming and outgoing capital, and further to notate those 
differences via a system of marginal annotation. When Heath is divorced from his (L)edger, the 
text opens up into itinerant roving, it jostles against its edges, dwelling and evolving between 
various marginal spaces.42 A “heath,” after all, is a marginal landscape, a shrubby uncultivated 
land unsuited to serious habitation or agricultural production. In this way, we have both the 
margins of the heath — through the visual landscape of the page — and the margins of the 
ledger. Lin’s own poetic practice — bringing together disparate source texts and media forms, 
asking his reader to make sense of their connections, to imagine further emendations and 
annotations — invites us to think associatively in this way. To proliferate semantic meaning 
from the concrete page out into the ether of abstract association. His objectification of the margin 
is our guide. 
In the fifth definition of “margin” the OED offers: “sum deposited by a speculator with a 
broker to cover the risk of loss on a transaction on account.”43 This definition describes what is 
                                               
41 That the real etymology of the ledger comes from the Dutch for “to lie [flat]” offers a 
felicitous connection with Lin’s discussion of lies and lying that pervades Ambience is a Novel, 
but that’s a separate argument. 
 
42 Note also that there is resonance, too, with how the elision of the surname turns Heath from a 
specific to a generic name — something useful in understanding the ways Lin puns on Actor 
Network Theory. See Snelson again. 
 
43 “margin, n., 5a” OED Online.  
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essentially a down payment between an individual investor and a broker, which the investor pays 
for the privilege of receiving a loan to trade at a higher volume than he has the capital for. Such 
an arrangement is risky, of course, and is typically available to investors who have already been 
deemed trustworthy through their large portfolios and good credit. It is an arrangement, further, 
that only really makes sense for an investor who is anticipating a stock to either skyrocket or 
plummet (if one short sells) in order for the investor to get the highest percentage of gains. 
Buying on margin, then — a form of credit — is a way to leverage assets and one that allows an 
investor to accrue greater profits than one could investing only the capital he already has. It is 
important to note that the option of buying on margin is an investment tool that heightens 
inequality — it is available only to investors with sufficient credit and capital as to be deemed 
trustworthy to take what could be a risky chance to reap even more significant gains. I qualify 
this financial nuance in order to point out the potential stakes of the missing ledger — one can 
imagine that without the stability a ledger provides, it is much more difficult to stay within (both 
senses of) the margins. And indeed, when it comes to finance, one can argue that it is due to a 
failure to stay within healthy margins — in favor of over-leveraging one’s assets — that led to 
the Global Financial Collapse of 2007–2008.  
 Heath Ledger’s death pinpoints us at a critical moment in that financial crisis. The day 
before it marked the biggest global stock market falls since September 11, 2001 and Heath dies 
the day that the US Fed cuts interest rates to try to recover the heavy losses and stave off 
recession.44 Both Ledger’s death and the market’s financial collapse came as an immediate 
shock, but it was in the days, weeks, and years later that economists began to piece together the 
                                               
44 Mauro F. Guillén, “The Global Economic & Financial Crisis: A Timeline” The Lauder 
Institute, Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania. 
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narratives and motivations of each.45 I argue that given the background of current events at the 
time, and with the resonances of Lin’s poetic form, the tragic spectacle of Heath Ledger’s demise 
can be connected to the economic situation through the figure of the margin. Indeed, from the 
position of the 2012 Heath Course Pak, as compared to the 2008 Heath, economists and the 
general public both better understood this potential connection as they began to highlight the 
relationship between the sins of over-leveraging and the economic collapse.46  
 By 2012, economists had also begun to plumb how the over-abstraction of financial 
instruments was able to deliberately conceal the over-leveraging and misallocated margins in the 
time leading up to the collapse. The economic valences of the margin offer an opportunity to 
think about some of Lin’s other key terms as having purchase in economics as well. The 
“derivative” is one such over-abstracted financial instrument, and one with particular literary 
resonance in Heath Course Pak. Early in the book, Lin includes “FROM USC 17 101 
‘Definitions’” the following clarification:   
                                               
45 See Edward L. Glaeser, Tano Santos, and E. Glen Weyl, eds., After the Flood: How the Great 
Recession Changed Economic Thought (University of Chicago: 2017) for a wide-ranging series 
of accounts on how economists began to piece together the causes of the global financial 
collapse. 
 
46 See Karen Berman and Joe Knight, “Lehman’s Three Big Mistakes” Harvard Business Review  
16 September 2009 https://hbr.org/2009/09/lessons-from-lehman for a short explainer, and 
Norman T L Chan “Excessive Leverage — Root Cause of Financial Crisis” Chief Executive of 
the Hong Kong Monetary Authority, at the Economic Summit 2012 “Roadmap to Hong Kong 
Success,” Hong Kong, 9 December 2011. https://www.bis.org/review/r111215g.pdf. Chan 
connects over-leveraging to the ledger by stressing problems with balance sheets: “In the US, for 
example, the sharp fall in housing prices has significantly damaged household balance sheets. 
Such kind of balance-sheet driven recession has substantially impaired the responsiveness of the 
economy to monetary stimulus, as consumption and credit growth will remain sluggish until 
household balance sheets are repaired. I believe that US households still have some way to go in 
repairing their balance sheets through de-leveraging, before they regain confidence in 
consumption and investment.” 
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A “derivative work” is a work based upon one or more preexisting works, such as 
a translation, musical arrangement, dramatization, fictionalization, motion picture 
version, sound recording, art reproduction, abridgment, condensation, or any other 
form in which a work may be recast, transformed, or adapted. A work consisting 
of editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications which, as a 
whole, represent an original work of authorship, is a “derivative work.”47 
Lin’s book fits this definition — it is, in fact, derivative in all sorts of directions, owing its 
content not only to the earlier version Heath but also to the source texts that populate both 
versions. In the financial sense, a “derivative” shares this general idea — derivatives are a type 
of security whose value is tied to (derives from) something other than itself.48 Derivatives are an 
abstract investment tool, existing only at a remove from the value they track. Because of their 
abstract nature, derivatives have long been marginal — in the sense of peripheral — and their 
increasing popularity offers some cause for concern as they are frequently a site of over-
leveraging on the part of investors.49 When one enters into a situation of over-leveraging, as was 
                                               
47 A quick Google search does confirm that this has been taken (derived!) from the US Copyright 
Code in the section cited. 
 
48 It is indeed a logic of derivatives that guides the idea of objectification itself — to find out of a 
term its material and abstract significances — both physical and semantic. 
 
49 See Investopedia s.v. “derivative” http://investopedia.com/terms/d/derivative.asp For a 
“futures trading,” a common form of derivative, Investopedia offers the following caution: In 
general, futures trading is considered riskier than buying and selling stocks, primarily because of 
the leverage involved. Leverage allows you to enter a futures position that’s worth much more 
than you are required to pay upfront. Futures positions are highly leveraged because the initial 
margins (the required down payments on futures contracts) set by the exchanges are relatively 
small compared to the cash value of the contracts — which is part of the reason why the futures 




the case with the global financial collapse of 2008, one essentially defers the use of “real” 
capital, instead using credit to get other credit.50 This shifts the margins used to protect against 
over leveraging essentially into the ether. When using credit to get more credit, the margins are 
assumed to exist, but in fact never really do. They wind up buried, sliced up, or negative. As with 
Lin’s poetry, in which the ledger-less itinerancy of its derivative patchwork makes it difficult to 
statically encircle with margins, an over-leveraged economic system lacks the stability well-
developed margins are designed to provide.51   
 Lin’s text illustrates how accounts of Heath Ledger’s death, too, are derivative — in 
“(Untitled Heath Ledger Project),” the New York Magazine article which crops up at various 
points throughout the text, Chris Norris stitches together conflicting reports of the events 
surrounding Ledger’s death, limning the varying biases and instability of the narratives that 
appear in the absence of first-hand accounts of the events. He reports that “according to Google 
News, there were 24,267 stories about Heath Ledger in the three weeks following his death. But 
for all the intensive coverage, there was no cohesive narrative.”52 Lin underscores this 
                                               
50 Marx, of course, makes this point in Capital about regular exchange. But even as it is true for 
all market exchanges, the marginal space here doubles down on the potential catastrophic effects. 
 
51 Yoking Lin’s derivative writing to the concept of derivatives markets is a departure from the 
way that others have considered his poetry to intersect with economics. As Paul Stephens puts it, 
“By adopting the form of the index, conceptual writing investigates the place of the writer within 
global networks of aesthetic and economic valuation.”⁠ I would agree with this placement within 
the global network, but for Stephens, the key crossover term is the index, a passive tracking 
bundle that is at the other end of the spectrum from the more specialized derivatives products, 
which afford for me better resonance with leverage and, ultimately, margins. See Paul Stephens, 
“Vanguard Total Index: Conceptual Writing, Information Asymmetry, and the Risk Society” 
Contemporary Literature 54 no. 4 (Winter 2013) https://doi.org/10.1353/cli.2013.0042 
 
52 Chris Norris, “(Untitled Heath Ledger Project),” New York Magazine February 18, 2008 
http://nymag.com/news/features/44217/index4.html The editorial imposition of a narrative, as we 
saw with Philip’s treatment of the Douglas Report and other manuscripts, is a risk we might keep 
in mind here as well. 
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unreliability by further chopping up some of these facts, cutting them with what sounds like the 
detritus of other gossipy accounts that could or just as easily could not relate to the events of 
Ledger’s death. In a section that appears to recount a narrative of someone’s experience of the 
days just following Heath Ledger’s demise, which reads like a dream sequence and sounds like a 
collage, Lin combines quotidian details :“A few images surfaced on cell phones later that 
evening. Two posts on Gawker appeared that day, // One was of a couple in Shanghai and the 
other was shot in Brooklyn, around a brownstone he shared with his former wife.” Later details 
like “A bunch of taxis are waiting outside the lobby. Someone who used to live in the condo 
posts a sign on the front door of 421 Broome: HE IS NOT HOME,” pair with more surreal 
visions like “his or her perfume glowed hair” or “Mischa Barton appears because she is an 
appearance.” Interspersed with these derivative accounts is an explicit fiscal reference:  
The economic operation was a search engine, part SMS, part poem, part paid art 
review, part installation based practice, part retrieval system, part poetic. The 
writing of a news event like an art installation is indiscriminate, alternate, short 
ubiquity. Like SMS, it’s a place where desires are ranked and collapsed 
(contributor’s page) without angst 
Here, Lin elucidates what looks like it could well be his list of sources for the language of his 
text by terming it “the economic operation,” connecting literary derivatives with fiscal ones. 
Where the financial collapse offers evidence toward the idea that the derivatives market a 
disastrous facet of the economy, Lin’s orientation to the aesthetics of derivative text is much 
more ambiguous. By showing how poetry cannibalizes potential sources — as the derivatives 
markets feast on new, increasingly risky investment vehicles — we may well see in Lin’s work 
simply an illustration of what happens when derivatives become aestheticized. 
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Ethics of Marginalized Labor in Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
If Lin is ambiguous about the value of the derivative, his attention to ethical concerns in the 
overlap between economics and literature is more pronounced in the second part of the book. As 
we should recall, Lin’s earlier version of Heath is subtitled plagiarism / outsource, and we have 
seen in Heath Course Pak a renewed, economic attention to plagiarism through the derivative. In 
the second part of the book, Lin turns to the literary-economic axis of outsourcing. Titled “Part 2: 
Outsource,” the section opens with screenshots from Amazon’s “Mechanical Turk” program.53 
The screenshot on the left details the worker’s side of the equation: “Make Money by working on 
HITs” it reads, going on to explain that “HITs – Human Intelligence Tasks – are individual tasks 
that you work on.” After a hyperlink to “Find HITs now” we learn: 
As a Mechanical Turk Worker you:  
• Can work from home 
• Choose your own work hours 
• Get paid for doing good work 
 
At the bottom of the page, under an infographic that highlights the process (“Find an interesting 
task > Work > Earn money”) is a familiarly-yellow button with a bluish font indicating that this 
is an Amazon.com endeavor. Lest the prospect of working as a Mechanical Turk seem enticing, 
the screenshot on the right quickly makes clear who is making the real profit from this. Here, a 
set of information is targeted toward employers of said Turks: 
As a Mechanical Turk Requester you: 
• Have access to a global, on-demand, 24 x 7 workforce 
                                               
53 The program is named after an 18C trick where it looks like a robot is playing chess but in fact 
a chess master cramped up inside the mechanical shell directing the robot’s movements. cf. 
Amazon “artificial artificial intelligence.” See Walter Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of 
History” (1940) in Illuminations (New York: Schocken, 1968), 253 for further reference.  
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• Get thousands of HITs completed in minutes 
• Pay only when you’re satisfied with the results 
 
As the information on the Requester’s side makes clear (and it should be noted that on the site, 
one can only find the characterizations of either side of the arrangement only after having logged 
in as one or the other), obscuring the benefits of the worker from the requester. If derivatives and 
the financial markets provided an opportunity to understand another valence of “margin,” 
outsourcing brings to the fore marginalized peoples and workforces. The “global” workforce that 
is such a selling point of the Mechanical Turk program is designed to poach labor from around 
the world at prices that would be criminally low in the United States. Its inclusion in the text 
offers Lin an opportunity to draw our attention to the ways that a reliance on labor from 
marginalized places and peoples may be hiding behind any number of goods — making possible 
the healthy profit margins a company advertises to its shareholders.  
Moreover, the reason services such as Mechanical Turk exist is to fill in the gaps of tasks 
that computers cannot currently process “such as detecting a positive or negative bias in an 
article, recognizing irony, accurately reading the text off a photograph of a building, determining 
if something is NSFW (not safe for work) or discerning among ambiguous search results.”54 The 
“crowdworkers” who labor within the Mechanical Turk program, then, are tasked with 
                                               
54 Per The Nation magazine: “Created by Amazon in 2005, [Mechanical Turk] remains one of the 
central platforms—markets, really—where crowd-based labor is bought and sold. As many as 
500,000 “crowdworkers” power the Mechanical Turk machine, while millions more (no one 
knows how many exactly) fuel competitor sites like CrowdFlower, Clickworker, CloudCrowd 
and dozens of smaller ones. On any given day, at any given minute, these workers perform 
millions of tiny tasks for companies both vast (think Twitter) and humble. Though few of these 
people have any sense of their finished work product, what they’re doing is helping to power the 




performing the operations a computer cannot handle. As they do so, they actively train the 
computer algorithm to better complete these tasks in the future. Each task, then, renders their 
own necessity more and more marginal. Further, as Jonathan Zittrain, a professor of internet law 
and policy at Harvard points out, “Workers may have to accept near-constant monitoring of 
every mouse click and conversation. Many of these services ask workers not to disclose even that 
they’ve worked for a firm. Your reputation is just another trade secret.”55 The workers are 
relegated to a status so marginal as to not even visibly exist. Referring back to the “outsourcing” 
of the section’s title, we see here the impacts of a globalized system — the ability for employers, 
or “requesters,” to access labor from people all over the world, and in so doing pay rates that 
correspond to that outsourcing. In addition, what Lin’s screenshots troublingly show is that the 
Mechanical Turk program boasts that requesters need only to pay “when you’re satisfied with the 
results.” This caveat offers the reminder that using Mechanical Turk supports a scheme where 
people work on speculation. Like an over-leveraged financial system, such a program feels 
insufficiently stable. 
Lin implicates himself in this system when we learn — a few pages later — that he has 
advertised on the site. He asks Turks to design a cover for the book, a job for which he will pay 
$1. Scattered around the text are various sample cover pages, including one just below the two 
Amazon Turk explainer screenshots, a juxtaposition that at the time we aren’t fully able to 
understand. By the end of the book, we learn he has accepted twenty-nine out of thirty bids, 
paying each a dollar and a total fee to Amazon of $3. “Amazon Mechanical Turk” is listed as an 
                                               
55 Jonathan Zittrain, “The Internet Creates a New Kind of Sweatshop” Newsweek (December 7, 
2009), http://www.newsweek.com/internet-creates-new-kind-sweatshop-75751 For more on his 
pyramid scheme designations, see also his talk at the Computer History Museum in Mountain 
View, CA 11/18/09 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dw3h-rae3uo  
 
 247 
author on the back cover of the text, but there is no evidence to suggest that the cover itself is the 
product of such a laborer. In this way, Lin draws attention to occluded labor practices, without 
explicitly citing the specific fruits of specific labor. Arguably, his designation of the Amazon 
Mechanical Turk program as author (and indeed, note the reference to the program rather than 
the usernames of the particular workers he employed) serves to give it a certain status, raising it 
to the ranks of his other collaborators, even as its placement is on the very margins of the book 
itself.  
It is not entirely clear how margins work at Amazon. They are a company whose 
valuation is extraordinarily high, and which has made its owner, Jeff Bezos, extraordinarily rich, 
but the way they are able to stay in business offering goods at such artificially low prices is a 
matter of speculation. This intersects with Philip’s work in Zong!, where the margin, again and 
again, marks a site of inequality: it is at once the space in which people are exploited and the 
result of that exploitation. The bigger the margin the more likely the evidence of exploitation, 
and the more money that goes into the pockets of investors rather than back to the workers. Lin 
limns the occluded labor practices that prop up an increasingly precarious economy in a way that 





“and we conclude: genres = brands, = absence of quotation marks, similarly, the 
most relaxing formats are those where nothing happens or better yet, where format 
distrusts distraction”  Tan Lin, Heath Course Pak 
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In my discussion of the sticky notes that pervade Heath Course Pak, I assiduously referred to the 
technology by their proper brand name “Post-It notes.” In part this is following Lin’s own 
descriptive terminology, but lest the two be taken for synonyms — as they are frequently 
interchangeable — I would like to stress the specificity of the name brand with respect to their 
particular color, shape, and provenance. Until the patent for the Post-It note ran out in 2003, the 
3M Corporation lay claim not only to the adhesive formula for the notes, but also to their shape 
and size.56 Throughout the book Lin draws our attention to brands — from a screenshot of the 
Blimpie’s website to the Amazon references to Jackie Chan-endorsed protein powder and indeed, 
in a certain way, Heath Ledger himself — and the way they infiltrate cultural consciousness. The 
Post-It, though, is a specifically branded form of marginal annotation. The original technological 
innovation was the semi-permanent adhesive, which was not used in conjunction with paper until 
— in the possibly apocryphal company line — an employee needed a way to keep the 
bookmarks in his hymnal from falling out.57 In the time since then, 3M quickly swooped into the 
annotation market, branding not only the notes themselves, but all manner of highlighters and 
software designed for making marginal annotations.58 By commodifying annotation in this way, 
3M is able to shape the ways people interact with texts, dictating the aesthetics of their 
marginalia.  
                                               
56 “Post-It Notes” History 3M Website https://www.post-it.com/3M/en_US/post-it/contact-
us/about-us/ 
 
57 “Post-It Notes” Website.  
 
58 The popular notes taking application Evernote, for example, is owned by the 3M Corporation. 
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The Post-It Note, marker of a low-tech marginal practice, finds its high-tech branded 
counterpart at the end of Heath Course Pak, which gives itself over to a (sideways) multi-page 
spread of what appears to be Lin’s book contract, heavily annotated with the record of Microsoft 
Word Track Changes. The document is recognizable as Microsoft Word precisely because of the 
Track Changes — the familiar bubbles that populate the righthand margin. As with the patented 
Post-It, Track Changes is a proprietary system. As such, Microsoft controls the conventions of 
writing — dictating the existence and contents of the time and date stamps, the colors of the 
comment bubbles, and the formatting possibilities that inheres therein.59 
 
60  
                                               
59 For all their popularity, there are still notable limitations in the software, most infuriatingly in 
the inability to mark changes with comments in footnotes, limiting the recursive potential. One 
may recall also that if too many annotations appear, filling the right margin to capacity, only a 
preview of each comment or edit will appear on the screen, forcing the user to click to expand 
and preventing a screenshot like this from capturing the full thrust of the marginal conversation. 
 
60 In the full color version in the book (which was too unwieldy in file-size to incorporate into 
this document), the comments by Tan Lin are in blue and those by Tim Roberts in red. 
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Attending to the margins of this spread, one finds that between the two pages is a hiccup — the 
text on the right-hand side of the verso is repeated on the other side of the gutter, mimicking the 
marginal practice of catch words used by early printers. The historical reference aside, this 
duplication suggests perhaps that the images were culled from a series of screenshots or print 
screens whose length was determined by the size of the computer monitor on which they were 
originally viewed. Like Philip’s Douglas Report, whose commentary is drawn from multiple 
sources, here is a potential collage in and of annotation. By contrast, the overlap of lines toward 
the middle of the recto recalls the scissorwork of the cut-and-paste–made poems of Susan Howe; 
Lin again returns us to the margins on the page in all their physical specificity.  
If we actually read the annotations, however, they are almost exclusively about the terms 
of Lin’s contract for the book. He draws our attention here to the physical margin of the page in 
order to wed it with the economic themes that run through the book. Compared to Amazon and 
the way that Mechanical Turk props up a system of ever-increasing inequality, the Track Changes 
document is relatively minor. After all, poetry is a famously non-lucrative profession — the cost 
of publishing a small number of books (especially in full color, as this one is) keeps the margins 
necessarily tight. But by ending his book with these pages, Lin offers a final provocation to 
wonder how much money he could have possibly gotten even from a contract whose terms — as 
the Track Changes attest — have been updated in his favor, and what the margins of his own 






Between the years 2004 and 2008, the poet and visual artist Jen Bervin created a series of quilts, 
each of which featured a composite image of all of the “variant marks” used by Emily Dickinson 
to indicate alternate words or phrases within the poems in one of several of her fascicles. The 
quilts, which measure six feet by eight, are made using materials that nodded to the ones from 
which Dickinson constructed her own fascicles — the red silk thread Bervin uses to embroider 
the markings mimics the thread that sewed the fascicles together, the cotton batting recalls the 
cotton paper on which Dickinson wrote.1 Two years later, the artist book publisher Granary 
Books published The Dickinson Composites, which served as a sampler set of the installation of 
the same name, a few rectangle cutout fragments that gesture to the larger quilts from which they 
came.2 This project is part of a critical renaissance in the reception of Dickinson, one which 
attends to the intentionality of the idiosyncrasies in her manuscripts — honoring rather than 
standardizing the linebreaks and dashes, substrate shapes and variant words. The Dickinson 
Composites takes up the call from poets and critics like Susan Howe who have long advocated 
the necessity of reading Dickinson in this materially specific way. The artist book, like the 
installation that preceded it, refigures Dickinson’s archive in order to introduce new readers to 
the material specificity of her work.3 The Granary edition of Bervin’s Composites is of particular 
                                               
1 Jen Bervin, “The Dickinson Composite Series,” http://jenbervin.com/projects/the-dickinson-
composites-series#2 
 
2 Jen Bervin, The Dickinson Composites (New York: Granary Books, 2010). 
 
3 See also The Emily Dickinson Archive (edickinson.org), and Radical Scatters 
(radicalscatters.unl.edu) as well as The Gorgeous Nothings co-edited by Bervin and Marta 
Werner for examples of how the material specificity of Dickinson’s work has been rendered 
thanks to technological improvements in digital and print publishing.  
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interest to me in this project not only because it shares in my attention to materiality, but also 
because it highlights two of the critical elements that have run through this dissertation: first, her 
project features the discrete objects to which I attend in the preceding chapters, and second, she 
shows where a focus on materiality can take readers with respect to the afterlives of the archival 
material that has been poetically reconstructed.  
Bervin is both a poet and an artist and it is difficult to categorize this work as fitting 
exactly into either poetry or art. In fact, this is a strength of the artist book as a genre. The artist 
book provides a generic space in which to productively muddy distinctions between the two: to 
see poetic purchase within visual art and to flex artistic muscle within the form of the book. This 
dissertation’s attention to objects and their materiality in poetry has thus far avoided the medium 
of the artist book. Where each of the preceding chapters addresses how poets might adapt an 
object’s material contours into a poetic form and while the poets I treat are clearly interested in 
visual form and the way their text is presented in the book, I have not sought to discuss poets 
who manipulate the form of the book as an object in itself. Nevertheless, in many ways, The 
Dickinson Composites is a distillation of each of the four preceding chapters. It is at once a 
textile, an accretive mapping, a document, and its marginal markings and spaces. Bervin plays 
with the connection between text and textile, returning the pages of Dickinson’s fascicles to the 
fabric state out of which their paper may have been made. The plus signs, easily the most 
idiosyncratic of the markings, look like Xs marking the spots of variant additions. Bervin has 
rendered all of the markings of each fascicle onto the plane of each quilt, collapsing all the pages 
into a single two-dimensional surface and creating the illusion of depth through accretion. The 
quilts also serve as deconstructed documents. The quilt pieces themselves are designed to look 
like paper; we can see faint blue lines like one might find on loose-leaf paper delineating the 
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scattered, embroidered plus-signs and dashes. These markings themselves are marginal — 
subordinated in textual history to the point that they rarely appear in mass-market editions of 
Dickinson’s work — and serve as pointers to marginal spaces where the variant words would 
appear.  
The contemporary appetite for work like Bervin’s calls attention to the new ways of 
reading poetry that this dissertation advocates. Bervin’s project is legible in the current moment, 
participating not just in the art world but in the field of avant-garde poetry created and occupied 
by the poets I have highlighted in this dissertation. I have argued that to read these poems in light 
of the objects they conscript into their poetic forms is to open up a method by which the poems 
themselves teach us how to read them. Bervin’s project works in concert with the poetic 
preoccupation I have charted over the preceding chapters. It centers not only the materiality 
within poems but the notion of reading a book of contemporary poetry as a material object itself.  
As the chapters of this dissertation attest, the translation of objects into language in the 
form of a trade book of poetry offers an opportunity for engaging with a particular version of the 
archive. The way Low renders her archive of childhood ephemera, how Olson refigures 
historical sources from Gloucester, how Lin copy-pastes the internet archive, all remind readers 
of the irreducibility of the archival findings at the same time as their innovative forms allow a 
better capturing of what is going on behind the scenes. Even as poets like Myung Mi Kim resist 
narrative representation, insisting instead on a reading experience that requires active 
participation in nonlinear dot-connecting, they nevertheless are still translating the archive into 
more accessible forms. For all of Susan Howe’s reverential talk about the experience of 
communing with the dress fragment at the Beinecke, she has still turned it into a form that is 
both portable and widely accessible.  
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For her part, Bervin’s poetic project reconfigures the archive of Dickinson’s poetry, 
situating her poems in a fresh poetic context which foregrounds their most idiosyncratic material 
elements. In doing so, Bervin’s work draws attention to the role of archival collections in 
preserving both material particularity and access to historical documents. As an artist book, The 
Dickinson Composites went immediately into the collections of many rare book and manuscript 
libraries. It provokes its interlocutors to ask what might happen if a poet like Susan Howe or 
NourbeSe Philip, instead of going home from the rare books room to a cheap printer or Xerox 
machine, were to create something that would need immediately to return to it. In this way 
Bervin’s Composites — as do so many artist books — flattens the distinction between the 
creation of poetry and its transformation into archival material. Work like this, after all, returns 
immediately to the archive in its new form precisely because it is unreproducible en masse.  
Bervin’s project lays bare the same ideas with which the earlier chapters of this 
dissertation were concerned, articulating how the archive and poetic composition are intertwined 
and not entirely separable. Bervin, though, does the reverse of the poets in my dissertation: 
where they turn objects into poetry, she turns poetry back into an object. Howe’s poems remind 
her readers of the materiality of objects, but Sarah Pierpont Edwards’s wedding dress is not a 
poem. Bervin reminds her readers of the material status of the poems themselves. Bervin, like the 
poets of objectification, shows us that these sorts of poetic interventions into archival materials 
are more necessary than ever. Her work makes plain how the archive is something that needs to 
be questioned, revised, and reconsidered — and, more than that, translated in different ways. 
Bervin, like the rest of the poets in this dissertation (with the obvious exception of Charles 
Olson) are all still creating new work. Even as these poets use material objects to reshape and 
rethink their archives, they are still actively engaged in shaping future directions and possibilities 
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for poetry and poetic form. In this way, their work looks both backward and forward. As a group 
spanning at least three discrete generations of evolving relationships to objects in the physical 
world, these poets offer evidence of an increasingly stable genre of contemporary poetry. In a 
world where writing is increasingly dematerialized — or rematerialized in different ways — 
reading taking place on screens, data stored in clouds, these poets are poised to continue refining 
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